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What are the results of the Intervention after 2 years?
What happened in the lead-up to the Intervention?
What are the consequences for the mining industry?
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The Intervention began two years ago

said to be for the protection of Aboriginal children
When the Intervention was announced in 2007, then Prime Minister John Howard
claimed it would ensure Aboriginal children were fed — and improve child health.

What are the results?

Question 1: How has the Intervention affected child health?
A. Incidence of childhood anaemia:
Anaemia develops when poor nutrition results in an iron deficiency in the body.
Children and pregnant mothers are most at risk, and if a family cannot afford to
buy enough fresh food containing iron, the children will become anaemic.

Chronic anaemia in childhood can result in poor growth and development — and
affects brain development. Anaemia lowers a child’s ability to concentrate at

school. The child may become listless with low energy levels and be labelled as
“lazy” in class ~ reinforcing racist stereotypes.

If the Intervention was ‘working’ the incidence of childhood anaemia should have
decreased by now. The Sunrise Health Service serves Aboriginal people in an
area covering 120,000 square kilometres in the Northern Territory. Sunrise has
been collecting information on child health — including childhood anaemia — for
years, both before and after the Intervention began. The incidence of childhood
anaemia actually increased (almost trebled) after the Intervention was imposed.'

Percentage of Aboriginal children suffering from anaemia

December 2006, before the Intervention 20 %
December 2007, six months after the Intervention 36%
December 2008, one and a half years after the Intervention 55%

B. Incidence of low birth weight in new born babies:
Factors which contribute to low birth weight include maternal anaemia and
malnutrition. Such factors not only prejudice the development of the unborn baby,
they can also result in toxaemia, pre-eclampsia or other complications during
labour, with an increased risk of death to either the mother or child — or both.
Percentage of low birth weight in newborn babies’
December 2006 9%
December 2008 19%

In 2009 the Rudd Government decided to end its child health checks

' «A Body of Evidence: Racism and the Northern Territory Intervention”, by Irene Fisher, CEO, Sunrise
Health Service Aboriginal Corporation, published in the “National Indigenous Times”, ond April, 2009.
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Question No. 2: What do medical doctors have to say?

A. The Australian Indigenous Doctors Association:®
The Australian Indigenous Doctors Association (AIDA) examined the effects of
the Intervention on both individuals and communities and noted the following:
(1) The announcement of the Intervention caused widespread “shock and grief”

among Aboriginal people;

(2) The discriminatory operation of the Intervention has taken away rights from
Aboriginal people on the basis of race, dissmpowered them and undermined
their capacity to manage their own lives;

(3) The Intervention increased feelings of shame, loss of dignity and deepened
pervasive feelings of helplessness and lack of self esteem;

(4) The impact of the Intervention on the social and emotional well-being of
communities, families and individuals is a negative one which has caused
“lasting harm to Indigenous People”;

(5) ‘Income management’ (quarantine) has led to many problems, including:

Humiliation, loss of dignity, disempowerment

Restricts participation in cultural activities — lack of money for travel

Contributes to family conflict (less money, more headaches)

Reduces the opportunity to shop around for the best food prices
- And, when the system breaks down, “extreme hunger and starvation”

(6) Many Aboriginal community members have had difficulty with the ‘income
management’ system, as in the following example cited by the AIDA: “They
have no money for travel, and some have not been paid for three weeks since
the Shire took over governance of the community. Centrelink started the food
card allotments before the (government approved) store was ready online.”

B. Diagnosis of 28 medical specialists: “The Intervention is a lemon™*

“In the year since the NTER (Northern Territory Emergency Response) was
legislated, nearly 11,000 children have had a child health check. This has been
resource intensive and disrupted existing health services. Any health benefits
remain dubious as almost all health problems diagnosed were already identified.
To our knowledge, only one child in Central Australia has been identified with
significant health problems that were not previously known ...

“The resources available for the provision of health care in Central Australia are
grossly inadequate to provide an appropriate level of care. Ongoing and increased
funding are needed for existing health infrastructure, as well as funding for new,
long term projects for health service delivery.”

? Australian Indigenous Doctors Association Health Impact Assessment of the NTER Measures, published
in the National Indigenous Times, September 4, 2008.
* NT Intervention a lemon: 28 medical specialists give their diagnosis, by Dr Hilary Tyler (September *08)



No 3: Why has child anaemia increased since the Intervention?

Contributing factors may include two major planks of the Intervention:

1. Abolition of Community Development Employment Programs (CDEP):
These programs enabled Aboriginal people to work on useful community
development programs and provide essential services (like garbage removal). It
also made it possible for families to top up their small Centrelink incomes. The
problem of poverty — not enough money to meet family needs — has become
worse due to the decision to scrap CDEP. One bizarre result of the Intervention is
that as a result, many families now have less money to live on than before.

2. Imposition of an ‘income management’/welfare quarantine system:
Under this system, 50 per cent of Centrelink income is withheld and can only be
accessed through a card issued by the federal government. These cards can only
be used for government approved purchases at government approved stores.

Imagine you have barely enough to feed your family. You can just manage by careful
shopping around for the best values. Suddenly the government intervenes in your life and
tells you what you can and cannot buy and where to shop — only at government-approved
stores. These stores finish up with a captive clientele. Without competition, prices tend to
go up and quality often declines. This is not a horror story from the Stalinist era, this is
Australia. Welcome to the Northern Territory, where you are not equal if you are black.

Strategies designed to make small amounts of money go further, such as careful shopping
and pooling resources — methods of survival used by both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
families on low incomes — have been stifled by the Intervention

The problem is compounded by high prices of fresh food in remote areas. A kilogram of
broccoli costs between $3 and $6 in Canberra, but $14 to $17 a kilo on Badu Island. Dr
Brimblecombe, a nutritionist at the Menzies School of Health Research, noted that
Aboriginal people in remote areas have no real choice when it came to healthier eating,
due to high food costs combined with small incomes.’

The system of ‘income management’ is based on the presumption that Aboriginal people
cannot manage their own affairs. This is both insulting and racist, because it is applied on
the basis of race, irrespective of whether the man or woman is a good money manager or
not. The Intervention targets Aboriginal people — even those without children.

Aboriginal communities managed quite well before the 1788 invasion. James Cook, who
visited Australia in 1770, remarked that the people he saw were untroubled by “inequality
of station” — in other words, class inequality. The Invasion introduced class inequality,
measles, small pox, alcohol and VD. Two hundred years later, Aboriginal people have
become the most poverty stricken class in Australia — the result of dispossession (Stolen
Land), break up of families and communities by the forced removal of children (Stolen
Generations) and exploitation by means of a form of slave labour (Stolen Wages).

5 “Spoilt, Rotten” in the National Indigenous Times, 30 April, 2009, pp16-18



Question 4:
How does “income management” affect families and children?

“Income management shames those who live under it ... it sets Aboriginal people apart
from their fellow Australians.”® The system of income quarantine is one of the most
hated aspects of the Intervention, partly because of the inconvenience and hardship it
causes, and partly because of the humiliation suffered by the people who are lumbered
with it. Class and race prejudice combine to create a toxic mix — as Aboriginal people on
Centrelink have to line up at a different checkout, singled out from the other shoppers.
Separate aisles at supermarkets were also a feature of the Apartheid regime in South
Africa, designed to separate and subjugate black South Africans.

Class prejudice and vace prejudice mafe a toaic mix: pooy pesple ave
cammarnty presumed te le unalile te manage their cuur affains, when in fact
they e vevy little maney ta manage on ot all.

Aboriginal people are subject to this blanket regime, imposed irrespective of whether
they are good money managers or not. Pensioners without the so-called beneficiaries of
income management — CHILDREN - are also subject to income quarantine. Aboriginal
families in which school attendance is high, families where no alcohol is consumed,
families which function well, are all subjected to the quarantine. Income management has
stuck, like lumps of food stuck to a kitchen wall after a pressure cooker blows up.

Question 5: What evidence has been cited to support the claim that
income management is helping children?

The Minister for Indigenous Affairs in the Rudd Government, Jenny Macklin, has said:
“At the moment we don’t have all the evidence in yet but there is evidence that there has
been an improvement, particularly in the consumption of fresh food.”” Examination of
the “evidence” showed that it was based on telephone calls to 10 stores. When asked if
sales of fresh food had increased, six replied “yes”. Three said “no” and one didn’t
know.® For a government which has thrown a billion dollars at the Intervention, the
superficiality of this survey is breathtaking. There is no independent measurement, no
attempt to quantify the actual amounts sold. It relies on mere opinion of a small group of
people. For a student in social research, such an effort would probably rate an “F”.

Claims that the Intervention is “working” are based on opinion rather than fact. Opinions
of Aboriginal people who say they support the Intervention get reported, while the views
of those who oppose the Intervention are often ignored. Criticism of the Intervention by
prizewinning Aboriginal author Alexis Wright was excluded from the article in The Age
adapted from her recent piece in a literary magazine. Minister Jenny Macklin rejected her
Review Board’s recommendation to stop the blanket quarantine of Centrelink payments.’

® «A Body of Evidence: Racism and the Northern Territory Intervention” by Irene Fisher (see above)
" Media release issued on July 11, 2008.

8 Senate Estimates Committee Hearings: response to a question by Greens Senator Rachel Siewert.

? Report of the Northern Territory Emergency Review Board, Executive Summary.



Question 6: What led to the Intervention?

Revelations about government underfunding of services for Australian Aboriginal
citizens and the appalling state of Aboriginal health, combined with persistent lobbying
by the mining industry for easier access to Aboriginal land, resulted in an unexpected
outcome. The Howard Government was trailing at the polls; it was an election year and
he looking for another quick fix — a different one this time, not refugees or interest rates.

A report commissioned by the Australian Medical Association in 2004 had estimated that
basic Indigenous health care in Australia was being underfunded by $450,000,000 per
year.'? Federal Government coffers were full to overflowing at the time, with surpluses of
billions of dollars. Education of Aboriginal children was also underfunded, to the extent
that only 47cents was being spent per Aboriginal child for every dollar spent on a non-
Aboriginal child in 2005.'" In the Wadeye community, 600 children turned up for school
at the start of the 2007 school year, but the school had only been funded for 200."

Housing for Aboriginal people was also underfunded, with people still living in shanty
town dwellings after decades. The United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to
Housing visited Australia in 2006 and issued his report on 11 May 2007:

“Australian governments must urgently address the humanitarian tragedy of the lack
of housing and basic services for the indigenous peoples of Australia, living on
indigenous lands and elsewhere. To this end, the Special Rapporteur encourages
relevant government staff to visit and reside in indigenous communities, including
town camps, and rural and remote communities, in order to better comprehend the
reality and the challenges faced by populations and communities in these locations. »!3
Underfunding of housing had resulted in severe overcrowding, with two or more families
crammed into a single dwelling. Anyone who has lived under such conditions knows how
difficult and stressful this is. With so many people sharing kitchen, bathroom and laundry
facilities, the difficulties of getting children ready in time to go to school are extreme.

The gap in life expectancy between black and white Australians remained at 17 years.
Between 2000 and 2006, imprisonment rates of Indigenous People jumped 32 per cent.
Prue Power, executive director of the Australian Healthcare Association, commented that
Indigenous health concerns needed to be addressed in the context of related issues:

“Increasing access to health services is important. However, the impact of this will be
limited while Indigenous Australians continue to be incarcerated at 13 times the rate of
the rest of the population, while Aboriginal children experience high rates of abuse.”'*

'%Healing hands — Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Workforce Requirements”, Australian Medical
Association Discussion Paper 2004.

' «Opportunity Costs of the Status Quo in the Thamarrurr Region”, Working Paper No 28, by John Taylor
& Owen Stanley, Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research, Australian National University, 2005

12 «“The 2007 BLACK LIST” in the National Indigenous Times, December 13, 2007

'3 Report on the Mission to Australia by the UN Special Rapporteur on adequate housing as a component of
the right to an adequate standard of living, UN Document A/HRC/4/18 Addendum 2, para 133, May 2007
'* AAP report, cited in “National Indigenous Times” 14 June 2007, page 8



The resulting crisis stemmed from the repeated failure by both Northern Territory and
Commonwealth governments to meet their obligations to Aboriginal people. At the same
time, Aboriginal Land Rights were being dismantled, piece by piece. The Northern
Territory Land Rights Amendment Act of 2006 was promoted by the Howard
government as an attempt to help Indigenous Australians buy their own homes. This is
contradicted by the explanatory memorandum: “The principal objectives (of the bill) are
to improve access to Aboriginal land for development, especially mining ... 13

Mining industry leaders wanted more, and continued to lobby the Government to further
amend native title laws to “provide greater certainty to the mining industry”. They argued
that Aboriginal land rights were “preventing them from discovering mineral deposits”. At
the same time, concern was expressed that their proposed changes were likely to “reignite
controversy over Aboriginal land ri ghts”.'®

John Howard tried to pull off another hat trick and achieve three results at the same time:

(1) Deflect attention from the federal government’s neglect of its responsibilities and

the appalling conditions under which many Aboriginal people live

(2) Give mining companies easier access to Aboriginal land

(3) Resurrect his re-election chances.
Howard needed scapegoats. Mal Brough, appointed Minister for Indigenous Affairs in
January 2006, was a fresh face whose skills in the blame game were finely tuned. He
blamed the health and other problems on the former Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Commission (ATSIC). The Government had disbanded it in 2005, so ATSIC was not in a
position to defend itself. Prior to its dissolution, ATSIC had advised the Commonwealth
Government on spending priorities, but could not decide on these matters because the
power was in government hands. ATSIC was used as a convenient whipping boy.

In June 2007, Howard accused Claire Martin, then Northern Territory Chief Minister, of
delaying the release of the “Little Children are Sacred” report (it had been released). He
seized on the report and declared that the situation was “akin to a national emergency”.
Six days later he announced a set of measures he claimed were to save the children:
(1) Suspension of Aboriginal land rights in communities targeted by the Intervention
(2) Abolition of Community Development Employment Programs
(3) Quarantine of 50 per cent of Centrelink payments
(4) Abolition of the permit system, in which Aboriginal people decide who may enter
their communities
(5) Imposition of federal government “business managers” to manage the Aboriginal
communities targeted by the Intervention
(6) Government seizure of computers used in the targeted Aboriginal communities
An astonished Pat Anderson, co-author of the report “Little Children are Sacred”
commented: There is no relationship with their emergency powers and what’s in our
report. All 97 recommendations of the report were ignored.

'* Explanatory memorandum to the Northern Territory Land Rights Amendment Bill 2006, page 4
16 «Native title overhaul hands win to miners” Australian Financial Review, 21 August 2006



During August 2007, the Northern Territory Emergency Response Bill and associated
bills — 500 pages of them — were pushed through Parliament, despite strong objections
from both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. The law of Australia now permits the
federal government to seize control of Aboriginal land, computers and other equipment in
the Northern Territory, and withhold Centrelink income entitlements on the basis of race.

The Race Discrimination Act was suspended to make way for these extraordinary
measures. Mal Brough claimed it was necessary in order to protect children:

“Why did we do it? So that people could not go to the courts in a way to stymie, slow the
process down. We can’t put roadblocks, artificial and unnecessary roadblocks, in the
way. My drive for urgency today is because, as you know, there will be children at risk
tonight and still tomorrow night and the sooner we act the fewer that will be at risk. 17
A strange twist of logic, equating child protection with loss of human rights!

Question 7: Is child abuse a serious problem?

Child abuse is a problem — in some communities. The genesis lies in the violence of the
invasion of Australia, the violence with which Aboriginal children were removed from
their families, their communities and their culture, the cruel manner in which many stolen
children were treated following removal. This has left a painful legacy, which ricochets

down the generations. Professor Judith Atkinson documented this in “Trauma Trails”.'®

Aboriginal people have been struggling to deal with the effects of invasion and its legacy
of child abuse for a long time. The Howard government chose to ignore the issue during
most of his eleven years in office. As the years passed by, these problems grew worse due
to chronic underfunding of Aboriginal health, housing, education and legal services."”

On 11™ June 2003, Mick Dodson raised his concerns in a speech to the National Press
Club. He called on Federal, State and Territory Governments to join with Aboriginal
leaders in taking action on child abuse. A few weeks later, on 231 July, a National
Summit on child abuse led to the formation of a working group of Aboriginal leaders and
senior government officials. Members of the working group were appalled at the violence
in some Aboriginal communities and called for an “immediate intervention” >

The type of intervention they were calling for was based on the idea of a partnership with
Aboriginal people — working together to solve the problem. Aboriginal leaders wanted a
cooperative effort where the knowledge of both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people
could be used constructively. Lowitja O’Donoghue, Alison Anderson, [an Anderson and
Mick Dodson all supported a cooperative approach. [The top-down intervention imposed
four years later represents the reverse approach, and put any trust and cooperation
between the two races that had been nurtured over four decades into reverse gear.]

17 Race laws could have delayed Intervention: Brough™ in National Indigenous Times, 9 August, 2007, p 20
'8 «“Trauma Trails” by Professor Judith Atkinson.

19 «Justice Through Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Legal Services”, by Neil Gillespie, CEO,
Aboriginal Legal Rights Movement, in “Reflections: 40 Years on from the Referendum”, page 68

20 «One Notion of no real value” by Brian Johnstone, National Indigenous Times, March 19, 2009, p 19







































