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The Future of Indigenous Policy on Remote Communities

Recent events on the Pitjantjatjara Lands in the North West of South Australia bear on the current debate on Indigenous policy in Australia and on the future direction of Indigenous policy.  A coroner’s report in 2002 into the deaths of three young people from petrol sniffing concluded that more could be done to reduce the incidence of such deaths:  remedial programs could be more sustained, better coordinated, more proactive, better resourced and less reliant on short-term grants.  In 2004, following more deaths, the South Australian Government intervened in the management of services on the Pitjantjatjara Lands, arguing it was necessary to override the autonomy of the Pitjantjatjara people in order to reduce the likelihood of further deaths.

The description, by the Coroner and the South Australian Government, of the circumstances in which substance abuse took place on the Pitjantjatjara lands raises questions about current Indigenous policy—questions which go beyond the adequacy and effectiveness of government programs and services.

The current orthodoxy in Indigenous affairs has its origins in the rejection of paternalistic and culturally insensitive assimilationist policies in the 1960s and 1970s.  In the case of the Pitjantjatjara people in South Australia, the achievement of land rights through the Pitjantjatjara Land Rights Act 1981 was seen as a turning point for self-determination and autonomy, which promised a bright future for the people of the far north-west of the State.

What exactly was meant by self-determination, in terms of the future of Indigenous people was not clear.  While some policy statements suggested that an objective was economic and material advancement for Aboriginal people there was also an imprecise notion that in remote communities people could maintain a group identity and a culture and life-style which was separate from the broader Australian community.  Associated with this was a vague normative proposition that Indigenous people should maintain a separate Indigenous life-style—that the future for Indigenous people should entail standing apart from the mainstream Australian economy and its materialistic culture—and many specific policies were predicated on the value of separateness.  The recent events on the Pitjantjatjara Lands raise questions about the adequacy of the idea of self-determination as it has been applied in these remote communities.
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