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The Queensland Government recently announced its new Thriving 
Communities approach to deal with Queensland’s discrete and remote 
Indigenous communities. The stated intention is to move these communities 
and their people from “surviving to thriving”. Thriving Communities is the 
Government’s response to the Queensland Productivity Commission (QPC) 
inquiry into Service delivery in Remote and Discrete Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Communities. As such, it should be a watershed moment in 
Queensland’s history. 

Queensland’s remote and discrete Indigenous communities are characterised 
by extreme and entrenched disadvantage—on the Queensland Government’s 
own admission, they account for seven of the top ten most economically and 
socially disadvantaged locations in Australia.1 The QPC inquiry juxtaposes 
such poor outcomes, with the substantial resources and administrative 
apparatus of the state, and its service delivery system, dedicated to 
ameliorating them. 

The QPC concludes the status quo is untenable, and cannot Close the Gap. 
The QPC’s report itself provides 422 pages of rigorous analysis and makes 
22 recommendations for change. Properly implemented, the QPC’s reform 
agenda would go a long way to addressing the systemic dysfunctions at the 
heart of the relationship between Indigenous communities and government. 

Despite	the	scale	and	significance	of	the	reform	agenda	put	forward	by	the	
QPC, the Queensland Government’s new Thriving Communities approach 

1. Census data cited in Queensland Government Response to QPC inquiry report.

INTRODUCTION
is entirely lacking the rigor needed to have any prospect of delivering real 
change. The information provided to date totals only around 10 pages. 

Vague,	high-level	commitments	have	been	offered,	of	the	kind	made	by	
governments before. Good intentions alone will not achieve them. There 
is no clear strategy or process to which the government can be held to 
account. Thriving Communities appears to be a grab bag of hollow slogans—
it provides rhetoric without any detail. Adding confusion, the “Thriving 
Communities” brand itself is not new. Yet the Queensland Government 
has made no attempt to distinguish the Thriving Communities approach 
to be taken in Indigenous communities, from other uses of the Thriving 
Communities brand. It appears the Thriving Communities brand represents a 
monolithic approach to social policy for vulnerable groups—narrowly focused 
on service delivery improvements, led by governments and service providers, 
without substantial community involvement, despite the buzzwords used.

Unless the Queensland Government strengthens its approach, the QPC’s 
reform blueprint will become a vital opportunity lost. Things will remain as 
they ever were. 

Thriving Communities lacks the 
rigor needed to have any prospect 
of delivering real change.
#hollowpromises

https://www.datsip.qld.gov.au/resources/datsima/publications/policy/qgov-qpc-response.pdf
https://qpc.blob.core.windows.net/wordpress/2018/06/Service-delivery-Final-Report.pdf
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available. It was also explained, as Thriving Communities had now been 
considered by Cabinet (just that week), permission could now be sought to 
provide details. Nonetheless, the Queensland Government is yet to release any 
further explanation of its Thriving Communities approach. 

HOW HAS THRIVING COMMUNITIES BEEN DESCRIBED?
Although	there	are	some	differences,	the	three	key	sources	of	information	
about Thriving Communities essentially repeat the same high-level outline. It 
is said the approach will reframe the partnership with Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people through: 

1. Structural Reform 

Thriving Communities will support local decision-making through new 
community owned and designed governance structures. The Queensland 
Government Response refers to “representative governance structures” to 
be established, that will be “representative of community voice, support 
local decision making, streamline coordination and support community-led 
service delivery that address needs and priorities of community and result in 
improved outcomes”. 

No details explain the approach
The Queensland Government received the QPC Inquiry’s Final Report on 22 
December 2017. Despite the critical importance of the government’s response 
to the QPC report for improving the lives and futures of First Nations people 
in Queensland’s Indigenous communities, almost 18 months on only the 
barest outline of the new Thriving Communities approach has been given. 
Three key sources of information are:

1. On 27 November 2018, Deputy Premier, Treasurer and Minister for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Partnerships, Jackie Trad announced 
the Queensland Government’s Thriving Communities approach in 
Brisbane, at an event celebrating 10 years of achievement of the Family 
Responsibilities Commission under Cape York Welfare Reform. 

2. A Thriving Remote and Discrete Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Communities: Factsheet, was distributed by email to stakeholders in the 
wake of the Deputy Premier’s announcement on 4 December 2018.  
It provides little, if any, further detail.

3. The Deputy Premier’s announcement and the Factsheet clarify that 
Thriving Communities is the label now given by the Queensland 
Government to describe its response to the QPC inquiry. The eight-page 
Queensland Government Response released with the QPC’s Final Report 
on 22 June 2018, can thus now be understood to also provide information 
about the Thriving Communities approach.

On 4 December 2018, discussion about the new approach occurred at a 
meeting of the Family Responsibilities Board (held pursuant to the Family 
Responsibilities Commission Act 2008 (Qld)). The Director General of DATSIP 
explained that details of the Thriving Communities approach had been 
subject to Cabinet consideration, therefore had not been made publicly 

After nearly 18 months, 
information available about 
Thriving Communities totals 
around 10 pages.
#sloganbeforepolicy

https://www.facebook.com/capeyorkpartnership/videos/749697978726926/
https://www.datsip.qld.gov.au/resources/datsima/publications/policy/qgov-qpc-response.pdf
https://qpc.blob.core.windows.net/wordpress/2018/06/Service-delivery-Final-Report.pdf
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capability building for local government to support employment and local 
business opportunities relating to infrastructure and council services.  
Each community is to have a tailored economic development strategy under 
the approach. 

In addition to the three key aims of undertaking structural, service 
delivery and economic development reforms as outlined, the Queensland 
Government says:

•	 It	will	focus	on	building capability and capacity of communities and local 
service organisations over the long term. It will also identify areas of capacity 
and capability building for government, and develop a whole of government 
transition plan.

•	 It	intends	to	support	monitoring and evaluation for better outcomes 
including through adaptive practice and a best-practice evaluation model. 

•	 It	plans	to	address	engagement, oversight and implementation,  
including by:
 – The Deputy Premier leading the initiative at the ministerial level.
 – DATSIP leading the initiative administratively.
 – Establishing a new governing structure—a Joint Coordinating 

Committee—to provide central oversight, with government and 
community representation, including the Mayors of Indigenous councils. 

 – Working with communities to establish an independent body to provide 
ongoing evaluation and oversight.

 – Using the existing Ministerial and Government Champions Programs.

The Queensland Government indicates that DATSIP has begun engagement 
and	“co-design”	with	communities	“to	build	on	the	strengths,	identified	
priorities and existing partnership work in communities”.  

The Factsheet and Deputy Premier’s announcement refer to local “Thriving 
Communities Authorities” to be created to enable local decision making 
and guide local implementation. The Deputy Premier indicated these bodies 
would “provide the interface between community-led decision making and 
agreements with the Queensland Government”. 

In	addition,	the	Deputy	Premier’s	announcement	specifies	that	structural	
reforms will also include transitioning from the Family Responsibilities 
Commission model, which was initially developed as a trial in four Cape York 
communities, to a Thriving Communities approach across all 19 Indigenous 
communities. The Queensland Government has indicated the leadership and 
local authority developed over the 10 years of the FRC and welfare reform 
has been a highlight of the FRC model, and suggests it wants to replicate this 
success across the 19 communities. It is unclear, however, if the Queensland 
Government believes the FRC structural reforms are the same as, connected 
to, or separate from, its plan to establish a new representative community 
level structures/Authorising Body interfaces.

2. Service delivery reform 

Thriving Communities promises to ensure service delivery models suit 
community needs and priorities, place people at the centre of service 
delivery, support longer-term developmental objectives and fund for 
outcomes. Thriving Communities is to identify and expand existing 
government practices aligned with the QPC reform proposals, and build 
capacity and capability for whole-of-government service delivery reform. 

3. Economic development reform

Thriving Communities says it will expand private sector activity through 
support for local businesses and entrepreneurs, and it will expand the 
community owned service delivery sector. It will also support capacity and 
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Next steps involve “continuing this process”. 

Three timeframes have been provided:
1. The Joint Coordinating Committee was to be established by July 2018—this 

has not been achieved.
2. If	possible,	the	first	representative	governance	structures/local	Thriving 

Communities Authorities are to be established in the second half  
of 2019.

3. The independent body providing evaluation and oversight is to be 
established by June 2019.

HAS THE QUEENSLAND GOVERNMENT ENDORSED  
THE QPC’S PROPOSALS FOR REFORM?
While the Queensland Government’s Thriving Communities approach 
acknowledges more work must be done to address Indigenous disadvantage, 
and that a new approach is required—its commitment to reform is not 
described in the same clear terms that are used by the QPC. For example, 
the Thriving Communities approach does not provide explicit, unequivocal 
endorsement of the recommendations made by the QPC. The commitment 
offered	is	to	implement	“the	intent	of”	the	QPC’s	proposed	reforms.	It	can	be	
assumed this indirect language has been used for a reason, to indicate the 
Queensland Government will not stick entirely to the QPC’s plan. 

The Queensland Government Response also states the new approach will 
move away from the current model of high investment and low outcomes, 
to a model “driven by improving community wellbeing”. Again, the meaning 
behind the words is obscure—what does a shift to a model “driven by 
improving community wellbeing” look like? Could not any/all approaches be 
said to be driven by improving community wellbeing?

The Thriving Communities information does not make explicit, or provide 
any	justification	or	rationale	for	any	of	the	departures	being	made	by	the	
Queensland Government from the QPC’s suggested course of action—
even though such departures are clearly being made. For example, the 
Queensland Government has decided to have DATSIP lead the reforms, 
rather than the strong Central agency such as the Department of the 
Premier and Cabinet as suggested by the QPC (see pp. xxvii, xxxi & 245). 
This departure from the QPC recommendations is not clear unless one is 
familiar	with	the	details	of	the	QPC	report,	nor	is	it	explained	or	justified	by	
the Queensland Government.

The paucity of detail produced regarding the Queensland Government’s 
Thriving Communities approach raises many questions. Without detail, 
there is no transparency. The Queensland Government’s agenda for 
these important reforms, remains opaque—not an auspicious start for 
a challenging reform program that must transform the asymmetry of 
power, information and decision-making that characterises government’s 
relationship with First Nations people.

The paucity of detail 
raises many questions. 
Without detail, there is no 
transparency. 
#communitiesconfused
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The QPC Final Report provides mixed results. It shows examples of good 
service delivery that can be built upon but most participants in the Inquiry 
process agreed that there are opportunities to improve how services are 
designed, funded and delivered… 

In fact, the QPC report does not make any reference to “mixed results” and its 
focus	was	not	on	finding	“examples	of	good	service	delivery	that	can	be	built	
upon” or mere “improvements”. The QPC inquiry did not examine or assess 
individual services, programs or policies (p. ix). The QPC focused on examining 
“the overarching policy, governance and funding framework that overlays all 
services” across all remote and discrete Indigenous communities (p. ix). 

The Queensland Government’s Thriving Communities response fails to 
acknowledge the key conclusion of the QPC—that the current system is 
fundamentally broken. Instead the tone and content of the response suggests 
the Queensland Government is already on the correct path. For example, the 
Deputy Premier, on the release of the report and the Queensland Government 
Response, said:

Many of the recommendations align with work already underway across 
government and we will continue to co-design tailored solutions to meet 
community, service provider and government needs.

The scale and profundity of the reforms  
required are misrepresented
After its extensive inquiry, the overall assessment made by the QPC inquiry 
is	that	the	current	system	of	Indigenous	affairs	is	“fundamentally	broken”	
(p. viii) and that “in discrete communities, government essentially ’operates’ 
the community—individual choice, markets, rewards and responsibilities 
have a limited role. This creates ‘principal–agent’ and incentive problems, 
contributes to welfare dependency, and undermines the development 
required to bring about fundamental change” (pp. xvi & 72).2 

The QPC concludes the key to achieving sustained improvement is to enable 
communities to take responsibility and develop solutions for themselves and 
it recommends wholesale change to the architecture of the system (pp. xxi, 
xxiv,	148,	180).	Government	must	shift	so	it	is	less	of	a	“fixer”,	“director”	or	
“service provider”, but instead becomes an “enabler” so that Indigenous 
people are not relegated to a passive role but supported by government 
“to stand up and take responsibility for their own communities—a critical 
requirement for real change to occur.” (pp. xxi, xxiv, 148 & 180). It says 
“Government needs to withstand the temptation to ‘do things’ for people, 
when people can do those things for themselves and their families” (p. xxiv).

The Queensland Government Thriving Communities response, however, has 
provided extraordinarily anodyne—arguably false and misleading—summary 
of the QPC report and its reform blueprint. For example, the Queensland 
Government Response states that the: 

2. It finds that despite the high level of expenditure, outcomes in remote and discrete communities are poor, 
and most communities remain dependent on external resourcing. The report is highly critical about the total 
lack of transparency from government at the community level on service delivery expenditures (pp. xvii, xxx, 82, 
157, 166, 176, 219) and that “A large proportion of expenditures appears to be consumed by ancillary or indirect 
costs, rather than frontline service delivery—this is compounded by high administrative and compliance costs, 
and a lack of coordination” and that “most expenditure decisions occur in agencies” (p. 49), with service being 
centrally commissioned with very little evidence of community involvement.

Government fails to acknowledge 
the key conclusion of the  
QPC—that the current system is 
fundamentally broken.
#reformrequired



Queensland Government’s Thriving Communities approach: SLOGAN OR SUBSTANCE?

08

Similarly, the Queensland Government Response includes “delivering on 
ongoing Government commitments” to create more jobs, grow emerging 
businesses, increase home ownership, and support safe communities etc. 
It claims, “some of this work is already underway”, and that the Queensland 
Government’s own submission to the QPC inquiry highlights “where we are 
working	with	remote	and	discrete	communities	to	make	a	difference”.	

While it is correct that the QPC report does highlight a small number of 
recent initiatives of the Queensland Government it regards more positively, 
this in no way alters its overall key message about the scale and depth of 
the change needed (see e.g. pp. xxiii, 20, 167 & 169).

While governments may routinely talk themselves up, and are in the business of 
putting the best possible spin on any issue according to their own self-interest, 
meeting the important challenge laid out by the QPC reform proposals will 
require more than this kind of one-dimensional leadership. Unless and until 
the Queensland Government acknowledges the scale and profundity of the 
change	required,	it	cannot	be	said	the	chorus	of	Indigenous	voices	reflected	
in the QPC report, demanding a paradigm shift, have been heard. 

Unless and until the Government 
acknowledges the scale and 
profundity of the change required, 
it cannot be said the chorus of 
Indigenous voices, demanding a 
paradigm shift, have been heard. 
#FirstNationsnotheard

Government remains preoccupied with  
service delivery 
The terms of reference provided by the Queensland Government to the QPC 
inquiry, did not request the QPC consider structural reforms and economic 
development needed to support a holistic development approach. The 
government established the inquiry to focus on improving service delivery 
solutions to overcome Indigenous disadvantage, including by considering: 
funding of service delivery programs; whether there is duplication or a lack 
of coordination across programs; service delivery design, including whether 
existing	services	reflect	good	practice	and	co-design;	comparisons	with	other	
jurisdictions’	services;	and	how	improvements	in	efficiency	and	effectiveness	of	
services could be made. 

Similarly, the Queensland Government’s submission to the inquiry shows the 
government to be exclusively preoccupied with improving service delivery 
as a solution. For example, while the submission acknowledges the need 
for a closer partnership with communities, such a partnership is seen only 
through a service delivery lens—that is, it is seen as necessary to improve the 
partnership in order to improve service delivery. Even in terms of the central 
issue of economic development in communities, the Queensland Government 
submission sees the issue through a service delivery lens—it discusses only 
“increasing economic participation through service delivery”. 

Despite the Queensland Government perhaps expecting otherwise, the 
QPC inquiry did not take a myopic, service-delivery focused approach. The 
QPC very clearly spells out that governments’ pervasive preoccupation with 
improving	services	to	overcome	Indigenous	disadvantage	is	not	only	a	flawed	
approach, it is a key part of the problem. The QPC explains the vicious cycle 
associated	with	this	fixation	on	service	delivery:
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Consultations revealed a deep desire amongst Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people for greater economic opportunity. The lack of opportunity 
is a fundamental cause of community dysfunction and ongoing reliance on 
government support. The reliance on government money is seen by many as 
creating perverse incentives which, in turn, discourage enterprise and perpetuate 
ongoing dependence on services delivered and funded by government. (p. xxiv)

The QPC sets out, that rather than focusing on service-delivery alone, a more 
holistic approach to social, economic, and cultural development is required to 
improve outcomes. It says:

Without economic development, communities will remain welfare-dependent 
and continue to live with the negative impacts of dependency and passivity…

Existing policies overwhelmingly focus on distributing resources and the cycle of 
servicing ‘need’. Much of what happens in communities occurs in the public sphere. 
Significant	growth	in	the	private	sphere	(sector)	and	the	community	voluntary	sector	
is needed, in absolute terms and relative to the size of the public sphere.

Remote and discrete communities rely on funding provided from outside the 
community for services provided within the community. This makes them 

dependent on the decisions and preferences of those providing the resources, and 
primarily means dependence on governments acting as an agent for taxpayers.

Dependence on others—the opposite of empowerment—can be reduced 
if Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people living in remote and discrete 
communities are able to generate their own wealth. Evolution of economic, 
political and social conditions at the local level is needed to raise the level 
of wealth generating activity occurring locally as the basis for sustainable 
increases in wellbeing.

While the problems in communities have been evident for decades, the weight 
of	policy	effort	and	resources	remains	directed	squarely	at	(largely	passive)	
service delivery. (pp. 182-3)

The QPC report is clear that a holistic development approach must be 
taken, and it must be led by Indigenous people, but supported by the 
Queensland Government, together with the Australian Government. It 
says this approach must go beyond a focus on service delivery to include 
economic development, welfare reform, and changing the incentives. The 
QPC says, for example:

The	income	support	system	is	intended	to	help	alleviate	poverty.	The	effect	
of the system—as opposed to its objectives—is to weaken the incentives to 
transition from education to work or from welfare dependency to work.

A step-change in individual and institutional incentives is needed. Achieving the 
changes will require coordinated policy responses led by communities working 
in cooperation with the Queensland and Australian Governments. As many 
incentive problems are generations in the making, solutions require long-term 
policy commitment.

The inquiry’s proposed structural reforms can incorporate a place-based 
approach to development, and are a suitable framework for coordinating policy 
to achieve the needed changes in incentives. (p. 180)

Governments’ pervasive  
preoccupation with improving services 
to overcome Indigenous disadvantage 
is not only a flawed approach, it is a 
key part of the problem.
#time4change 
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Thriving Communities provides no indication that the Queensland 
Government is working in close partnership with the Australian Government 
to change incentives and consider reforms to take people from welfare 
dependency to work, for example, as is said by the QPC to be a vital 
component for development.  

Despite the QPC’s comprehensive rejection of the Queensland Government’s 
dominant service delivery approach, there is nothing in the Thriving 
Communities approach to indicate that these key messages have been 
understood and accepted by the Queensland Government, and that it will 
respond accordingly. Outside of the exceedingly broad commitments made 
by the Queensland Government to undertake structural reforms and economic 
development, the response suggests the government’s view remains insular 
and myopic, and is focused on improvements to service delivery. 

The Thriving Communities brand: monolithic 
social policy focused on service delivery
The “Thriving Communities” brand is not used exclusively in the context of 
the Queensland Government response to the QPC report. It is also used in 
Queensland, and elsewhere, to describe a variety of government and service 

provider led attempts to improve service delivery for people with disabilities 
and other vulnerable people, in mainstream and Indigenous communities 
alike. The various Thriving Communities initiatives seem to share a common 
language of being “place-based”, and emphasise “co-design”. Another 
common feature is that although they claim to put communities at the centre, 
community is rarely, if ever, in the room. Thriving Communities initiatives 
tend to focus on improving services, especially in terms of coordination, and 
frequently appear to involve support for neighborhood and community centres. 
For example:

•	 Since 2016, an Australian Thriving Communities Partnership provides 
a network of 150 community, corporate and government organisations 
focused on cross-sector collaboration to improve service delivery for 
vulnerable people, including through improved access. World Vison is an 
important	partner,	but	many	other	high	profile	organisations	are	involved.	

There is nothing to indicate the 
QPC’s key messages have been 
understood and accepted by the 
Queensland Government.
#sameold

The Thriving Communities brand 
describes a variety of government 
and service provider led attempts to 
improve service delivery for people 
with disabilities and other vulnerable 
people, in mainstream and Indigenous 
communities alike. Indigenous 
communities are simply lumped in.
#onesizefitsall
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Through Vulnerability Roundtables, co-creation workshops and co-design, 
representatives of the organisations have developed a set of principles or a 
charter to help their organisations improve service delivery. No involvement 
of community members themselves is apparent.

•	 A Western Australian Thriving Communities initiative relates to 
neighbourhood and community centres, and has a focus on the principles 
of Asset Based Community Development, place-based and community-
driven initiatives, and emphasises on co-design.

In Queensland:

• Creating Thriving Communities roundtables were held in Brisbane in 
February 2018 and in Townsville in May 2018, during the period that 
the Queensland Government was considering its response to the QPC 
report. The roundtables were hosted by the Queensland Council of 
Social Service (QCOSS) and the Queensland Government, to discuss 
place-based approaches that put communities at the centre. Mainstream 
and Indigenous communities are said to have been included, but 
the roundtables were focused on service delivery and involved only 
government and services providers, without communities themselves 
being represented in the room (with perhaps a single exception). Reporting 
includes vague high-level commitments made by Queensland Government 
and QCOSS to progress the initiative. 

•	 Queensland has a Thriving Queensland Communities Grants program 
which provides small ($1000-2000) grants to support neighbourhood 
centres, initially announced at the Townsville Creating Thriving 
Communities roundtable. Further funding was announced in the 2018-19 
Queensland Budget, to “empower Queensland’s thriving communities”, 
“with a multi-million dollar investment to create thriving communities 
across Queensland, including $12.7 million for neighbourhood and 

community centres”. In addition, funding was provided for other services 
including Foodbank Queensland’s School Breakfast Program and a Better 
Budgeting Initiative. The media statement says, “The 2018-19 Budget 
reflects	that	the	Palaszczuk	Government’s	is	delivering	on	its	commitment	
to build empowered, resilient and thriving communities that are caring and 
inclusive of our most vulnerable Queenslanders.” 

•	 The Queensland Government launched a Thriving Communities Facebook 
page	in	May	2018,	which	states	it	is	the	“official	page	for	the	Department	
of Communities, Disability Services and Seniors, providing information 
for vulnerable Queenslanders including people with disability, seniors, 
people who identify as LGBTI+, carers, volunteers and people impacted 
by disaster”. Most posts relate to disability services, news and events, 
although	some	provide	specific	Indigenous	content.

The Thriving Communities brand represents a range of initiatives that 
focus on improving service delivery for a variety of vulnerable populations. 
Indigenous	communities	are	simply	lumped	in—there	is	no	specific	focus	
on tailoring these responses to the unique circumstances of Indigenous 
communities. Any reference to co-design appears to refer to co-design 

The various Thriving Communities 
initiatives seem to share a common 
feature. Although they claim to put 
communities at the centre, community 
is rarely, if ever, in the room.
#doingto
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between government and service-providers, with no involvement 
from community members. In Queensland, the Thriving Communities 
brand represents weak, monolithic social policy, narrowly focused on 
improvements to service delivery, and controlled by government and 
service providers. If the Queensland Government’s response to the QPC is 
derived from or connected to the general approach, which appears to be 
the case, this is a backwards step.

More vague high-level promises are not progress
The	Queensland	Government	Response	to	the	QPC	report	offers	a	“long-
term” commitment to “work with community” through “collaboration” 
and “co-design”. The Factsheet also says the government will “reframe 
its partnership to work with” Indigenous people and further adds the 
Queensland Government will “work directly” with communities “to co-design, 
implement and evaluate place-based reforms”. 

The Queensland Government is right, this is the kind of shift required. In 
2019, it must be considered readily apparent that a major shift toward 
empowerment of Indigenous people is vital to improving outcomes. There is 
nothing new about the QPC’s reform proposals in this respect, although the 
matter has been comprehensively and cogently argued by the QPC. 

Across Australia a high-level policy consensus has existed for some time 
that	to	improve	the	poor	results,	the	approach	to	Indigenous	affairs	must	
be transformed so a better partnership can address the power asymmetry 
between governments and Indigenous people. This Australian policy 
consensus is also consistent with vast assembled knowledge from across 
the world—that development does not occur where there is a lack of active, 
effective	and	lasting	participation	of	the	intended	beneficiaries.	Local	
ownership is vital to success. 

In Australia, a high-level policy goal of achieving a better partnership 
and new ways of working, to ensure Indigenous people can have real 
ownership and play an active role in their own development, has remained 
consistent from the “self-determination” policy era, throughout the 
“practical reconciliation” policy era of Prime Minister Howard and now 
in the “normalisation” era of Closing the Gap (Davis 2015; Sullivan 2011). 
In recent years, Australia’s First Nations people have repeatedly heard 
governments	offer	high-level	commitments	to	work	differently.	For	example,	
in 2016, Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull declared government would Close 
the Gap not by “delivering to” Indigenous Australians, but by “working 
with” leaders and their communities (Turnbull 2016; see also Rudd 2008). 
In	2017,	Australian	governments	through	COAG	agreed	to	“work	differently”	
and have a “genuine partnership with Indigenous leaders, organisations 
and communities” to close the gap. In 2019, both the Prime Minister and 
the Leader of the Opposition have again committed to a “new partnership” 
between government and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.

The Queensland Government is wrong if they assume the shift to an 
empowerment approach will be straightforward. In 2019, it should be 
abundantly clear to the Queensland Government, that it is one thing to set out 
a high-level policy goal of empowerment—it is quite another thing to actually 
achieve the massive shift required. The critical matter of how change will be 
achieved cannot be left unexamined. 

The critical matter of how change 
will be achieved cannot be left 
unexamined.
#lessonslearnt
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History and experience here in Australia, as well as in the international 
development context, shows translating vague mantras of “working in 
partnership” or “empowerment” into practice, is a challenge. Indeed, despite 
the high-level policy consensus, all past attempts in Australia to move beyond 
the	traditional	top-down	mode	of	doing	Indigenous	affairs,	to	implement	
reforms that devolve decision making, have been declared to have failed and 
rapidly abandoned (e.g. ATSIC, COAG trials, Shared Responsibility Agreements 
(SRAs) and Regional Partnership Agreements (RPAs)) and now the Closing 
the Gap arrangements). Evaluations and assessments have found that despite 
the	well-intended	high-level	commitments	given,	government-led	efforts	to	
reframe the partnership have repeatedly failed to lead to any real change in the 
way government worked with Indigenous communities (see Anderson 2006; 
Morgan Disney and Assoc. et al. 2006: 6; Limmerick 2014: 30). For example, 
the	evaluation	of	the	high	profile	and	well-resourced	COAG	trials,	concluded	
little was achieved and that:

In most locations there was almost no discussion between the partners 
regarding	what	working	differently	meant.	It	is	our	assessment	that	this	was	
assumed, and that the new ways of working were considered to be the new 
structures established and did not extend to the new ways and processes for 
working within these structures (Morgan Disney and Assoc. et al. 2006: 6). 

The lessons from the past should be instructive to the Queensland Government, 
yet they do not appear to have been taken into account. In providing only 
more vague high-level promises, with no details or analysis, the Queensland 
Government has failed to outline how it intends to deal with the implementation 
challenges that must be confronted to propel real change forward. 

Top-down government control of the  
reform agenda 
The QPC report has provided the right policy prescriptions, and it has 
gone some way to set out how the required shift to an empowerment and 
development approach might be achieved. Of course, however, the ideas 
reflected	in	the	QPC’s	reform	blueprint	are	not	new—there	has	been	a	clear	and	
recognisable history and evolution of the direction proposed. This history and 
evolution has not been driven by government, but outside of it, by Indigenous 
people themselves. 

Many Indigenous voices have long argued for the need for government to 
shift to an empowerment and development approach. This is certainly true 
in Cape York, for example, where there has been an ongoing evolution of a 
reform agenda over decades, with the close involvement of Cape York people 
whose lives and futures are at stake.

•	 The Cape York Welfare Reforms, with the Family Responsibilities 
Commission as the centrepiece, commenced 10 years ago. The blueprint 
for these reforms was developed through extensive co-design with the 
four	Cape	communities	involved,	led	by	locally	based	engagement	officers	
based in each of the four communities employed by the Cape York 
Institute, over a period of years. The reforms were pursued only on an opt-
in basis—they were not imposed on communities. The co-design process 
itself was transparent, the results of the engagement were extensively 

Government-led efforts to 
reframe the partnership 
with Indigenous people have 
repeatedly failed.
#govtcantleadthis
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documented, and culminated in the design proposals set out in the From 
Hand out to Hand Up report, which was made publicly available before 
joint implementation by state and federal governments, and Indigenous 
and community partners.

•	 Building on previous reform ideas, and in collaboration with seven 
other regions across the county, the Empowered Communities report 
was provided to the Queensland Government in 2015. Empowered 
Communities has subsequently been supported at the regional level by  
the Australian Government in Cape York.

•	 More recently, a collaboration of Cape York’s regional organisations facilitated 
genuine co-design of the Pama Futures	agenda.	The	first	design	phase	
occurred over six months in 2017, and involved more than 800 people from 
across Cape York’s communities participating in Summits, smaller co-design 
workshops, and in-community engagement. In March 2018, a Pama Futures 
submission was provided to the Queensland Government proposing a detailed 
reform blueprint to shift to an empowerment and development model across 
Cape York communities. Details of the on-going co-design process, and the 
outcomes, have been documented and are publicly available. 

Despite	the	long	history	of	Indigenous-led	reform	efforts	and	proposals	
that have substantially shaped the ideas in the QPC report, including those 
that form part of the Cape York agenda, Thriving Communities is being led 
and	controlled	from	the	top	of	the	pyramid	by	senior	government	officials,	
with limited input from First Nations people. The manner, timing and even 
the content of First Nations input is being decided and controlled behind 
closed doors, by the Queensland Government. Right from the start, the 
reform agenda is failing to alter practices to genuinely shift any power and 
responsibility into Indigenous hands.

“Working with community”
Under Thriving Communities,	the	Queensland	Government	offers	a	high-level	
promise to shift from doing things to Indigenous people to “working with 
communities” through collaboration, co-design, enabling, empowering and 
supporting local decision-making. The Factsheet and comments made by 
the Deputy Premier, further specify that it is the government’s intention under 
the new approach is to “work directly with communities”. The government 
has also said it will establish: a central Joint Coordinating Committee and the 
community level representative structures/Authorising Bodies.

CO-DESIGN
Genuinely resetting the partnership and co-designing with First Nations 
people directly in each of Queensland’s 19 complex and unique communities, 

Thriving Communities is being led
and controlled from the top of the 
pyramid by senior government 
officials, with limited input from First 
Nations people. The manner, timing 
and even the content of First Nations 
input is being decided and controlled 
behind closed doors.
#topdown

https://empoweredcommunities.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/EC-Report.pdf
https://issuu.com/cyinstitute/docs/180312_capeyork_partnership_submiss?e=8659167/65731877
https://issuu.com/cyinstitute/docs/180312_capeyork_partnership_submiss?e=8659167/65731877
http://pamafutures.org.au/
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and across a holistic agenda—dealing not with a single issue, but across all 
relevant issues from governance, service delivery reform, housing reform, 
land reform to community safety etc—is no small feat. Nonetheless, the 
Queensland Government claims it has already undertaken co-design to 
develop the Queensland Government Response and Thriving Communities 
approach, and further that this co-design process is ongoing in a number of 
communities. Again, no details have been provided to describe the process, 
setting out for example the number of participants, the breadth and depth of 
participation, the principles guiding it, the practices used, or any reporting 
back. All details remain hidden. 

The Queensland Government is poorly equipped in terms of its experience, 
expertise and capacity to deliver on its promise. Genuine co-design 
requires skills and expertise, and new ways of working, distinct to those 
traditionally deployed by government. To successfully implement the shift 
that is envisaged by the QPC, a great deal of change would be required in 
the government’s departmental organisational structures, practices and 
attitudes. Yet it appears no changes have been made, or are even under 
discussion almost 18 months since the QPC report was provided. 

There is a genuine question as to whether it is possible, or even appropriate, 
for	a	government	agency	to	lead	such	a	co-design	approach	effectively	
given	the	traditional	relationship	and	power	differential	is	exactly	what	
must be turned on its head in the process. The traditional mode in which 
government does its business with Indigenous communities is through 
consultation processes that are shallow and perfunctory. Government 
routinely goes through the motions of giving Indigenous people a voice, but 
provides	no	genuine	opportunity	for	influence	and	empowerment.	Many	
reports have documented the problems and challenges associated with the 
orthodox approaches and conclude that these processes ultimately reinforce 
centralised and passive models of government-led decision making. The 

QPC report itself, for example, notes: 

Consultation is frequently ad hoc rather than ongoing, limited to certain groups 
or service providers, and communities were rarely informed of the progress 
against agreed action items or the outcomes. As a result, issues were often 
discussed	repeatedly	without	progress	against	identified	priorities.	(p.	150)

The	QPC	report	suggests	government	finds	it	hard	to	shift	from	approaches	
that	merely	inform	or	consult,	to	approaches	that	offer	more	genuine	
collaboration and empowerment, for reasons including “the natural 
tendency” of government to take control (p. 106). It appears the Queensland 
Government has chosen to ignore the point made by the QPC that 
“Community bodies can provide a forum for community engagement in the 
prioritisation and co-design of services, and for developing place-based 
approaches” (p. 147). 

There is a genuine question as 
to whether it is possible, or even 
appropriate, for a Government agency 
to lead such a co-design approach 
effectively given the traditional 
relationship and power differential 
is exactly what must be turned on its 
head in the process.
#wontwork
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As also noted by the QPC report, government’s orthodox approaches 
to engagement tend to privilege voices of a few at the community level. 
These few are invariably the holders of structural and organisational power, 
while “natural” leaders and holders of social and cultural authority are not 
privileged in this governmental process. Indigenous Mayors, for example, 
are heavily relied on in the standard form of government engagement 
processes, as are other elected councilors and service providers. Of 
course, Mayors and councils do have an important local government role, 
but they cannot provide the ‘voice of the community’ on all things, and it 
is damaging and divisive when they are treated as if they do. The views of 
service providers may be relevant, but should not hold a privileged position 
as community members themselves must drive change.

Leadership within Indigenous communities is dispersed, hierarchical 
and contingent on the context. Some decisions, such as those about 
service delivery should involve broad and participatory engagement, 
whereas other decisions, such as those involving land, must respect the 
rights of traditional owners to have the full say. There may be cultural, 
organisational, familial, residential, age and gender dimensions to be taken 
into account. Leadership is complex and it is important to identify the 
right leaders with whom to engage according to the particular purpose. 
Successful partnerships require a thorough knowledge of the community 
and the dynamics of decision making within it, and usually governments 
are simply too far removed to understand the local context and politics at 
the	community	level	that	must	be	taken	into	account	to	facilitate	effective	
engagement. The strong understandings of particular local contexts 
needed, and the stable on the ground relationships required to conduct 
broad, deep, intensive and ongoing engagement—are very rarely present 
within the bureaucracy.

THE FOCUS ON “19 COMMUNITIES” IS TOO NARROW
Government needs to begin to encourage and support First Nations 
people, wherever they are located in Queensland, to develop governance 
and decision-making arrangements through which they can far more 
effectively	partner	with	governments.	The	social,	economic,	and	cultural	
development of First Nations people and their places requires government 
to take a broader and deeper approach.

Although under Thriving Communities it is said the Queensland Government 
will work with “19 remote and discrete Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities”, the 19 communities are not named. 

•	 Perhaps it can be assumed the Queensland Government is referring 
to the same “19 communities” that currently have alcohol restrictions 
in place? This would include all the communities within 15 mainland 
Indigenous council areas: Aurukun, Cherbourg, Doomadgee, Hope Vale, 
Kowanyama, Lockhart River, Mapoon, Mornington Island, Napranum, 
Palm Island, Pormpuraaw, Woorabinda, Wujal Wujal, Yarrabah, and all 
five	communities	within	the	Northern	Peninsula	Area	(NPA)	council	area.	
If this is the case, the Torres Strait Island communities are not included, 
although they are clearly included in the 40 discrete communities 
considered by the QPC report.

•	 Alternatively,	the	five	NPA	communities	may	be	included	in	the	Queensland	
Government’s count of 19 communities as one, in which case the 20 
communities in the Torres Strait Islands council area may also be included 
as one, and perhaps Coen and Mossman Gorge (which have a vast 
majority of the population that are Indigenous but are not Indigenous 
council areas), are also included. 

•	 Either way, the Cape York Indigenous town of Laura, does not appear to be 
included in the 19 communities. 
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Despite the lack of clarity about even which communities the Queensland 
Government intends to be included in the Thriving Communities approach, 
there are two deeper points to be made. 

Firstly, decision-making and planning processes for social, economic, 
and	cultural	development	must	extend	beyond	the	narrow	confines	of	“the	
community”. The particular history and circumstances of these places 
is such that there are a range of complex and intersecting interests and 
opportunities, including those of traditional owners in land surrounding 
communities, which must now be taken into account within cohesive planning 
and decision-making processes. 

Queensland’s Indigenous communities, where disadvantage remains so 
persistent and highly concentrated, are artefacts of the mission era. The 
communities were created when First Nations people were moved from 
their land and brought into settle on missions and reserves. Today, each of 
these communities remain home to many families and groups relocated from 
elsewhere, as well as local traditional owner groups. 

As recognised by the QPC’s report, the communities today continue to be 
subject to a regime of management, protection and control, but one now run 
by government rather than by the churches. The economy of communities 
continues	to	be	almost	entirely	artificially	sustained	(and	constrained),	through	
the provision of government funds into local economies dominated by service 
delivery and welfare. 

The opportunity to transform these places, grow enterprises and the private 
sector, and reduce dependence on government has, however, never been 
so great. In recent decades, Land Rights of First Nations people have been 
recognised, and areas of land surrounding the communities can now form a 
significant	part	of	the	development	story.	Although	challenges	remain,	land	can	
now be increasingly used to create jobs and for people to sustain themselves. 

Planning and decision-making should no longer focus only narrowly on “the 
community”. A diverse range of interests, must now be accommodated 
and reconciled through a cohesive and fair system that enables the 
many	different	actors	and	decision-makers	that	need	to	be	involved	in	
interconnected decisions. For example, to support economic development, 
traditional owners may need to be make decisions about land surrounding 
the community, but all community members may want to have a say in the 
decisions to be made about the allocation of resources through education 
and training to build the local workforce in the community so they can 
take up opportunities as they become available. Communities will remain 
important centres, but a great deal of opportunity lies beyond the boundaries 
of communities themselves, and a narrow focus on “the community” is not 
conducive to these opportunities being realised.

Secondly, Thriving Communities applies only to 19 Indigenous communities, 
and does nothing to progress the transformation between Indigenous people 
and government that is required of to improve outcomes outside of these 
19 communities. In Queensland, most Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people do not live in Indigenous communities, but live in major cities or 
regional areas (approximately 17% live in remote and very remote areas 
according to 2016 Census data). The Government’s plans to reform the 

Government must move beyond a 
simplistic focus on “the community”  
if opportunities are to be realised.
#narrowapproach
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system only extend so far, and the majority of Queensland’s First Nations 
people will continue to be subject to the business as usual methods of 
Indigenous	affairs	that	are	patently	and	comprehensively,	failing.	

It is true that Indigenous communities face unique challenges because of 
their particular histories and circumstances, and disadvantage is particularly 
concentrated	in	these	places.	The	QPC’s	focus	was	confined	to	discrete	and	
remote Indigenous communities through its terms of reference. Nonetheless, 
the	QPC’s	key	findings—that	the	state’s	entire	system	of	Indigenous	affairs	is	
“fundamentally broken” and that a new architecture is needed, one in which 
First Nation people take responsibility and develop solutions for themselves, 
with Government to be an “enabler”—is equally true for Queensland’s First 
Nations people, wherever they live, not just for those living in discrete and 
remote Indigenous communities. 

It is not just the relatively small number of First Nations people in 19 
communities who require a new partnership with government. All First 
Nations people across Queensland need new empowering partnership with 
government to Close the Gap. The changes needed should be approached 
expansively. The Queensland Government has failed to identify or act upon 
the key opportunity for innovation presented in the QPC’s reform blueprint—
the current system must be replaced to put in place a new empowering 
partnership to Close the Gap for all of Queensland’s First Nations people.

WHAT DOES WORKING “DIRECTLY” WITH  
COMMUNITY MEAN?
The Queensland Government has provided no information unpacking what 
is meant by working “directly” with communities, or who will agree plans 
setting out the way forward at the local level. Although the QPC was critical 
of the government’s orthodox approach in which only certain groups are 
engaged, there are no details to determine whether government intends to 
correct	this	deficit	and	take	a	more	inclusive,	broad-based	participation	and	
engagement approach. 

By stating it will work directly with communities, government may be signaling 
it only wants to work at the local level, rather than working with Indigenous 
peak	bodies,	or	influential	regional	organisations.	It	may	also	mean	government	
wants to work directly with “communities, families or clans” rather than any 
“gatekeeper” representative and other Indigenous organisations, as was the 
stated intention in the COAG trials. In reality, however, as it was found with 
the	COAG	trials,	it	is	difficult	to	negotiate	agreements	or	plans	on	any	issue	
without the input of local Aboriginal leadership, organisations and representative 
structures. In the COAG trials, despite the stated desire to work directly with 
Indigenous people, governments in the end needed the input of such leadership 
and organisations (Anderson 2006; McCausland 2006; Sullivan 2011).

Rather	than	simplistically	asserting	it	will	work	directly	with	community,	effort	
should be directed at ensuring inclusive and broad-based participation in any 
new approach. Pama Futures, for example, details proposals for new systems 
and	structures	that,	as	a	first	priority,	empower	the	grassroots.	“This	means	
accommodating multiple, overlapping and intersecting Indigenous interests—
including the interests of individuals, families, clans and First Nations, and 
Indigenous organisations—in a way that builds responsibility, capability and 
empowerment, abides by the principle of subsidiarity, is as inclusive as possible, 

All First Nations people in 
Queensland need a new empowering 
partnership with government, not 
just those in 19 communities.
#biggerthinkingneeded
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and respects cultural authority” (see Pama Futures submission, March 2018, 
p. 46). Since the submission, the proposed partnership structures have been 
improved through further co-design, and will continue to evolve with input. 
Pama Futures proposes new local and regional partnership structures designed 
to encourage an inclusive approach and broad participation. They respect the 
rights and responsibilities of traditional owners, and elected local councils. They 
incorporate a mix of community leadership skills and equal representation of 
men and women in partnership structures. Fair, open and transparent processes 
are to be embedded throughout the whole proposed new system. 

Aside from adopting new buzzwords, the Queensland Government has 
provided	no	indication	of	how	things	will	actually	be	different	under	the	
Thriving Communities approach. Without details, there is nothing other 
than a change in language to distinguish the new approach from failed past 
efforts	to	work	in	partnership	with	Indigenous	communities.	Once	again,	
the complete absence of detail provides no transparency, meaning it is 
impossible for community members to hold the government to account for 
its performance and to ensure real change improves the on-the-ground 
engagement and local ownership of reforms under the new approach.

JOINT COORDINATING COMMITTEE
There are no details and no transparency regarding the Joint Coordinating 
Committee being established by government to provide central oversight of 
the reforms. First Nations people are well versed in the token participation 
that is often provided through such committees that are established and 
controlled by government to progress the government’s own agenda. The 
size of the committee is not known, including the number of government vs 
community representatives. Nor are there any details available about the 
eligibility requirements, or any recruitment and selection process, by which 
the Queensland Government is appointing community representatives. 

Nor is there any discussion of the steps to be taken to ameliorate the 
inherent power asymmetry between the Queensland Government and 
community representatives during the committee process. Will the 
community representatives, including the Mayors, be able to access 
independent	advice	and	briefings	if	needed,	for	example?	Such	details	are	
needed or the committee will not have the type of broad legitimacy and 
authority needed to help implement the reforms. 

The strong regional organisations that exist in Cape York, for example, 
which	reflect	an	enduring	regional	network	of	linked	communities	and	
identities, and whose thinking and advocacy over many years has provided 
a	very	significant	contribution	to	the	very	DNA	of	the	QPC’s	reform	
proposals, have been given no role in the Joint Coordinating Committee or 
otherwise to assist co-design or oversight of the reforms.

The Joint Coordinating Committee looks very much like a traditional 
partnership process between government and Indigenous people in which 
government	plays	‘kingmaker’,	effectively	making	particular	individuals	in	
a community the gatekeepers of information, and co-opting them into the 

First Nations people are well versed 
in the token participation often 
provided through such committees 
established and controlled by 
government to progress the 
government’s own agenda.
#whatchange?



Queensland Government’s Thriving Communities approach: SLOGAN OR SUBSTANCE?

20

government’s own agenda. This traditional approach does not empower the 
grassroots or serve First Nations people well, but strengthens the system of 
top-down government decision-making and control. 

REPRESENTATIVE STRUCTURES/AUTHORISING BODIES 
Under Thriving Communities there is, quite rightly, an emphasis on local 
community decision-making under the new approach. Again, however, 
there are no details given. The government appears to be relying on the 
new representative structures/Authorising Bodies that are to be established 
at the local level in each of the 19 communities to provide the interface 
between government and community. Engagement with “the community” 
simply through such representative boards or committees alone certainly 
cannot	be	assumed	to	be	effective.	The	scope	of	the	role	of	these	new	
community representative structures/bodies has not been described, and 
it is unclear how they will be designed to have the legitimacy and authority 
needed at the local level. 

There can be no doubt that Indigenous people themselves must build and 
authorise, from the ground-up, the details of the planning, decision-making 
and leadership elements within their communities and regions to ensure 
an empowering partnership can be established with government. Applying 
a “cookie cutter” approach will not work—Indigenous people must be 
afforded	the	opportunity	to	organise	themselves	to	establish	an	empowering	
partnership with government, and to ensure the right approach is tailored to 
their own particular local and regional context. 

It is not an excuse for the Queensland Government to say there is no detail 
or analysis provided because it does not want to preempt the results of its 
co-design phase—there are clear challenges that should be being openly 
discussed	and	key	risks	that	should	be	identified	up	front.	For	example:

•	 In	most	communities	there	is	already	conflict	and	tension	across	multiple	
Indigenous interests that are structurally embedded and reinforced. This 
approach could lead to the establishment of another structure that adds to 
the already fragmented governance landscape, rather than helping to build 
a cohesive system that reconciles existing governance arrangements, for 
collective impact and to empower the grassroots. 

•	 This body could become a powerful gatekeeper of resources and further 
concentrate power in the hands of a few individuals or families, with 
government	effectively	pulling	the	strings	and	acting	as	the	‘king-maker’,	
rather than empowering the grassroots and becoming a genuine tool for 
collective impact.

•	 Any system of representation and participation necessarily involves a 
narrowing. For Indigenous people the legitimacy and authority of this 
narrowing will depend on ensuring the right foundations are in place 

Indigenous people must be afforded 
the opportunity to organise 
themselves in a manner that is 
right for their own local contexts to 
establish an empowering partnership 
with Government.
#cookie-cutterwontwork



Queensland Government’s Thriving Communities approach: SLOGAN OR SUBSTANCE?

21

including that representation must be fair, open and transparent to ensure 
accountability to the grassroots.

Of course, such problems can be ameliorated by careful design of the details 
from the ground-up, so that the people of a place devise an appropriate 
system for their particular Indigenous context. But before such problems can 
be	addressed,	they	must	be	identified.	

There is little doubt that there are existing Indigenous organisations that are 
better placed than the Queensland Government to facilitate genuine and robust 
co-design processes on governance. The Cape York regional organisations 
are among such organisations. Indeed, such co-design is well underway 
across Cape York through Pama Futures, but this input has not been drawn 
into Thriving Communities. The Queensland Government appears to want to 
‘start from scratch’ in each community with its own government-led approach, 
disregarding the work of Indigenous people and Indigenous organisations.

A “long-term” reform agenda
The government promises its response to QPC is a “long-term commitment”. 
Again,	in	the	absence	of	any	detail	it	is	difficult	to	know	if	this	claim	can	be	
taken seriously. Once again, there are real implementation challenges, which 
are	readily	identifiable,	associated	with	any	government	commitment	to	
ensure a reform agenda is “long-term”. These challenges have again simply 
been ignored, and left unexamined and unaddressed. 

Soft commitments relying on best endeavours will fail. Harmful chopping 
and changing has long characterised Indigenous policy approaches—driven 
by electoral cycles, and the waxing and waning enthusiasms of an endless 
succession of individual ministers. In the past governments have been 
repeatedly unable to achieve this kind of shift to long-term commitment, 
however much goodwill has existed.

To ensure a commitment to reform over the long-term, steps must be taken 
to institutionalise the reform agenda. This is the position that was put by the 
QPC	(at	p.	242).	It	is	also	reflected	in	the	extensive	First	Nations	history	of	
advocating formal, binding commitments, by which policy fundamentals are 
enshrined in legislation, for example, to oblige successive governments to 
stick with commitments and through which they can be held to account for 
their performance. Proposals have been previously put to the Queensland 
Government	specifically	recommending	legislative	changes	to	ensure	an	
empowering approach to development. For example, the Empowered 
Communities report provided to the Queensland Government in 2015, and 
the more detailed Pama Futures blueprint provided to the Queensland 
Government in March 2018. The Pama Futures proposal sets out:

The Queensland Government is urged to introduce a First Nations Empowerment 
and Closing the Gap Partnership Bill 2018 to establish the proposed reform 
framework. Such legislation would foremost be practical, but also symbolic, 
signalling	in	the	strongest	terms	the	historic	shift	finally	being	made.

…The Act would formally adopt an empowerment approach to Indigenous 
affairs,	would	define	empowerment	and	set	out	the	principles	underpinning	the	

To ensure a commitment to reform 
over the long-term, steps must be 
taken to institutionalise the reform 
agenda. This is the position that was 
put by the QPC.
#takenseriously?
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new partnership between government and First Nations including the devolution 
of power and responsibility according to the principle of subsidiarity, and the 
importance of enablement on the government side. (p. 62)

Despite challenges of ensuring the reform agenda is long-term, and the fact 
the Queensland Government has previously received analysis and proposals 
for legislation enshrining an empowerment policy from Indigenous people and 
communities, the government provides no information as to how it intends to 
achieve the stated high-level goal of a long-term approach. 

No alignment with the Commonwealth 
Government
Despite	the	cross-jurisdictional	responsibilities	of	Indigenous	affairs,	
and the importance of aligning the Queensland and Commonwealth 
Governments’ reform agendas, Thriving Communities sounds very much 
like the Queensland Government is ‘going it alone’, despite the inherent 
limitations of any such approach. Despite the length of time taken to develop 
it, the Queensland Government Response to the QPC report provides 
an astonishingly weak commitment merely to “work with the Federal 
Government to develop improved ways of working together”. 

For	the	Queensland	Government’s	actions	to	be	effective,	it	should	be	
seeking to work in lock-step with the Australian Government, but as yet there 
is no indication that any genuine attempt at collaboration is occurring.

Actions contradict the words on FRC  
& Cape York Welfare Reform 
The	first	major	change	announced	under	Thriving Communities has been to 
unilaterally announce an important decision about the future of the Family 
Responsibilities Commission (FRC) which was established as part of the 
Cape	York	Welfare	Reforms.	The	decision	will	impact	on	at	least	the	five	
communities that currently have the FRC, although it may have implications 
across all Indigenous communities. Again, the communication of what is 
intended is far from clear.

The Deputy Premier’s announcement of the Thriving Communities approach, 
included the following statement:

…it’s time to move beyond trials. While some communities have had access to 
a range of supports through trials it’s now time to start putting those learnings 
from those trials into practice. In response to the QPC report, the Queensland 
Government has made a long-term commitment to work with the 19 remote and 
discrete Indigenous ATSI communities and community leadership and other key 
stakeholder to implement this agenda and what we have learned over time more 
broadly. This includes transitioning the FRC and welfare reform communities 
Aurukun, Hopevale, Mossman Gorge, and Coen, and Doomadgee from the 
existing FRC [Family Responsibilities Commission] welfare reform model to 
what we are calling the Thriving Communities approach. 

We are hoping that the approach we are taking assists communities to move 
beyond surviving to thriving. We are committed to the Thriving Communities 
agenda that builds on this long history of research evidence and practical 

For the Queensland Government’s 
actions to be effective, it should 
be working in lock-step with the 
Australian Government.
#goingitalone
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experience that continues to build on the social capital, community capability 
and authorising authority that has re-emerged through the work done over the 
last ten years and that also builds on the resilience strengths and abilities of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families and individuals, but acknowledging 
that some individuals and families continue to struggle day to day.

The Thriving Communities announcement has created a great deal of 
uncertainty about the future, when according to the government’s own 
promises this future should lie in the hands of the communities involved, 
not in the hands of the government. The announcement that there will be a 
transition from the FRC Welfare Reform model to Thriving Communities may 
be interpreted to mean either of two things:

1. The FRC and Cape York Welfare Reform will cease under Thriving 
Communities.

2. The learnings of the FRC and Cape York Welfare Reform will be taken into 
a	new	one-size	fits	all	model	of	local	authority	to	replace	the	FRC	and	
Cape York Welfare Reform and apply across all 19 communities under 
Thriving Communities.

IF WHAT IS MEANT, IS FOR THE FRC TO CEASE...
If the intention under Thriving Communities is that the FRC and Cape 
York	Welfare	Reform	will	cease,	this	is	at	odds	with	the	findings	and	
recommendations of the QPC. The QPC report cannot be used by 
government to justify transitioning from the FRC, or any other program as the 
inquiry did not examine individual services, programs or policies—including 
the FRC and Cape York Welfare Reform. Indeed, the FRC and Cape York 
Welfare Reform provide the only example in Queensland of structural reform, 
service delivery reform and economic development heading in the very 
direction outlined in the QPC’s proposals. 

The FRC itself is an example of local Indigenous empowerment, achieved 
by giving life to a structure designed by Cape York people for Cape York 
people. It is the only extant example of a structural reform in Queensland 
that shifts real power and responsibility that would otherwise be held 
by government, to respected local elders and leaders acting as local 
Indigenous Commissioners, so they can assist their own people to change 
their behavior. Through a set of ‘family responsibilities’ triggers, it gives 
local Commissioners, the power to call people in and conference them 
if they have failed to send their children to school, been the subject of 
a child safety notice, committed a crime, or failed to pay their rent, for 
example.	During	an	FRC	conference	local	Commissioners	can	have	difficult	
conversations and they can make decisions about how a person before 
them, or the family, can be supported to improve their lives.  

The FRC’s process provides a critical connection, through case 
management under local authority, between the Queensland Government’s 
service delivery system and the Commonwealth’s income support (and 
family payments) system. It does not prescribe blanket income management 
of all, but income management can be applied where local Commissioners 

Decisions about the future 
should lie in the hands of the 
communities involved, not in the 
hands of the government.
#empowerment
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deem it to be necessary. Income management under the model is seen 
primarily as a means of support for those who need it the most, rather than 
a form of punishment. 

The QPC report provides a great deal of positive comment suggesting 
the FRC and Cape York Welfare Reforms exemplify exactly the kind of 
community-driven	reform	effort	that	the	Queensland	Government	could	
embrace and expand, when communities themselves opt-in.

•	 The report states “governments and other non-Indigenous institutions have 
usurped ‘responsibility’ for the welfare of Indigenous people over many 
decades” (p. 82). It says, the evidence is clear that communities must be 
able to exert more control over service delivery, and Cape York Welfare 
Reforms are named as one of the few “isolated examples of initiatives to 
increase community control over some elements of service delivery”. It goes 
on	to	state	“the	evidence	suggests	there	has	been	significant	improvements	
in community governance capacity” in this example. (p. 105). 

•	 The Cape York Welfare Reforms are provided as an example of governments 
adopting a place-based approach involving both Queensland Government 
and Australian Government participation, which can help address the 
problem of uniform standards (p. 202). 

•	 The report also notes a theme to emerge through the inquiry was the “need 
for greater coordination and case-based approaches to address the multiple 
factors	that	affect	behavioural	pathways”,	and	the	FRC	is	named	as	one	of	
only	two	methods	identified	for	such	coordination	currently	in	use	(p.	348).

•	 The report is highly critical of the lack of initiatives that address the 
underlying causes of high service use which it notes are the kind that could 
result in large potential savings (pp. 26, 44, 49, 92, 107, and 128). The report 
cites the Cape York Welfare Reforms as a rare example of an approach 
which has sought to address underlying causes (p. 92).

IF WHAT IS MEANT, IS FOR A ONE-SIZE FITS ALL MODEL TO 
BE IMPOSED ON ALL...
On the other hand, if the Queensland Government’s intention under Thriving 
Communities is that the lessons learnt from the FRC and Cape York Welfare 
Reform	will	be	used	to	roll	out	a	one-size	fits	all	model	of	local	authority	
across all 19 communities, this goes against the need for communities to 
have real ownership at the local level of the reforms they want to pursue for 
their	own	development,	if	such	reforms	are	to	be	effective.	The	FRC	and	Cape	
York Welfare Reforms are intended to be opt-in reforms, and are not intended 
to be externally imposed on any community.

Whatever decision has been made about the FRC, it has not been made by 
the communities themselves, but by the Queensland Government in William 
Street. Either way, the Queensland Government is pursuing an agenda that is 
at odds with both the spirit and the letter of the QPC report, which promotes 
moving away from such disempowering, ‘government knows best’ decisions. 
Either way, there is a level of government control and decision-making that 
is occurring that is not clear and transparent, and that denies community 
members a real voice in key decision-making.

Whatever decision has been made it 
has not been made by the communities 
themselves, but by the Queensland 
Government in William Street.
#doneto
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The fiction of moving with community 
“readiness”
Although the rhetoric under Thriving Communities is that the Queensland 
Government will proceed with the reforms according to the “readiness” of 
communities, the reality is that things are moving at the pace determined 
solely by the Queensland Government—and that pace is exceedingly slow. 

The Queensland Government announced the QPC inquiry in late 2016. The 
Final Report was sent to the Queensland Government on 22 December 2017, 
but it was not publicly released until 22 June 2018, so the Government could 
prepare and concurrently release its eight-page response. During the inquiry 
period from late 2016 to mid-2018, Queensland Government’s Indigenous 
policy	development	and	implementation	was	effectively	put	on	hold—it	was	
said	the	inquiry	and	the	Queensland	Government	response	must	be	finalised	
before reforms could be progressed. Now the Queensland Government says 
it is in a design phase, transitioning to the new approach. Along with the 
few details, very few timeframes have been provided, with the government 
suggesting it is important to get this right and not to rush the reforms.

Of course, for First Nations people themselves, development is a race against 
time. Improving social, economic and cultural development outcomes is not 
something that is ‘nice to have’ when the time is right or it is convenient, it 
is quite literally a matter of life and death and all that lies in between, right 
now, as well as in the future. First Nations people have continued to progress 
their own ideas, plans and actions for reform while the inquiry has been 
on foot and the Queensland Government has been developing, and now 
implementing its response. 

Indeed, anyone familiar with the canon of key Indigenous policy and 
reports will recognise much of what is said in the QPC’s inquiry reports 

and recommendations has been said before. These policy prescriptions are 
not new. A great deal of what has been said has been put the Queensland 
Government before, during and since the inquiry, directly by Indigenous 
people and communities. 

The Queensland Government cannot suggest the lack of progress is due 
to not wanting to pre-empt the outcomes of a co-design process, there 
are many key reforms suggested by the QPC that lie entirely within the 
power of the Queensland Government to action. For example, the report is 
highly critical throughout about the lack of transparency from government 
at the community level on service delivery expenditures (pp. xvii, xxx, 
82, 157, 166, 176, 219) and that when it comes to government funding of 
Indigenous communities, “A large proportion of expenditures appears to 
be consumed by ancillary or indirect costs, rather than frontline service 
delivery—this is compounded by high administrative and compliance costs, 
and a lack of coordination” and that “most expenditure decisions occur 
in agencies” (p. 49), with services being centrally commissioned with very 
little evidence of community involvement. The lack of transparency and 
the high administrative costs of government agencies highlighted by the 
QPC, have not been addressed in the Queensland Government response. 
Since December 2017, the Queensland Government has had ample time to 

Things are moving at the pace 
determined solely by the Queensland 
Government—and that pace is 
exceedingly slow.
#raceagainsttime
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improve the level of funding transparency provided at the community level, 
or at very least give a commitment to do so. Empowerment demands First 
Nations	people	have	transparency	about	the	flow	of	resources	into	their	
places. It is only armed with such information that First Nations people can 
hold government to account. 

Not only are there actions that the Queensland Government should have 
progressed already, the slow pace at which government is moving has 
been holding back progress across a large number of communities.  
The Pama Futures agenda was presented to government in March 2018, for 
example. While Pama Futures	is	neither	perfect,	nor	finalised	(it	will	continue	
to develop over time), it is well ahead of the Queensland Government’s 
plodding pace of reform. Pama Futures is consistent with the QPC’s reform 
blueprint, in fact it progresses the agenda laid out by the QPC in a far more 
detailed, analytical and rigorous way than the Queensland Government’s 
response. Pama Futures has been strongly supported by the Australian 

Government, who have been by the side of the Cape York regional 
organisations throughout the facilitation of the extensive, intensive co-design 
process. The process is transparent and fully documented. Despite this, there 
has been no substantive discussion or engagement on the Pama Futures 
agenda from the Queensland Government whatsoever. The Queensland 
Government has continued to simply suggest that its response to Pama 
Futures will be part of its broader rollout of Thriving Communities.

Rather than being responsive to community “readiness”, the Queensland 
Government has paid no heed to the work done already by Cape York 
communities or in other places. In the case of Cape York, it is the 
Queensland Government that is holding back progress and the pace of 
reform under Pama Futures. Despite the rhetoric, the reality is First Nations 
people and their communities must fall into line with government, and must 
still walk to its drumbeat.

Conclusion
To overcome the extreme and stubborn disadvantage that characterises 
Queensland Indigenous communities, a complete paradigm shift is 
required—one	that	finally	abandons	the	objectives	of	protection	and	
management that continue to dominate the government’s relationship 
with Indigenous communities, to instead enable Indigenous agency and 
authority to take power and to lead. The right enabling environment must 
be created so that change can occur. The current public economy of 
communities, in which there is nothing other than government service 
delivery and welfare support, is far from the right enabling environment. 
Reforms must overcome passive welfare, and provide economic and 
employment opportunities. It is only by pursuing a comprehensive strategy 
for development, of which service delivery reform is merely one part, 
that communities can achieve a functioning level of social, economic 

Empowerment demands First
Nations people have transparency 
about the flow of resources into their
places. It is only armed with such 
information that First Nations people 
can hold government to account.
#zeroaccountability
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and cultural health to reverse the crises in Indigenous child protection, 
incarceration and suicide.

Experience shows that translating vague mantras of Indigenous 
empowerment and control, into practice is anything but straightforward. 
The Queensland Government has now had nearly 18 months to develop a 
cohesive and compelling response to action the QPC’s reform blueprint. 
It has delivered only vague, high level promises. In doing so, Thriving 
Communities does nothing to innovate or distinguish itself in substance 
from the failed orthodox approaches. Thriving Communities is not 
substantive policy—its slogans are hollow, without the detail or analysis 
needed for there to be any prospect of success. Indeed, outside of taking 
a long time to declare an obvious high-level policy shift, there is no sign 
the government has begun to seriously grapple with the implementation 
challenges involved. Government can’t easily reform itself—even with good 
intentions—its own vested interests, entrenched attitudes and practices will 
resist the change that is required. 

The Queensland Government’s repeated remonstrations that it must 
now work through Thriving Communities to co-design with each of 19 
communities, belies the fact government cannot deliver. Despite the 
rhetoric, Thriving Communities will produce very little, if any, change in 
terms of the quality of the on the ground engagement in communities, and 
the	almost	inevitable	result	is	a	one-size	fits	all	approach.	A	great	deal	
more rigor is needed to propel the new approach forward. As it is, the new 
approach raises more questions than it answers.

Already, the government’s own actions under the agenda, contradict 
its promises. Already, the Queensland Government has set parameters 
that	create	only	a	limited	and	narrowly	defined	space	for	Indigenous	
leadership,	influence	and	control.	Already,	the	Queensland	Government	

has taken a self-interested and self-serving approach. And already, under 
Thriving Communities there has been a failure to transfer any meaningful 
responsibility to Indigenous people themselves. 

Despite the beguiling rhetoric, the actions of the government indicate 
that the Queensland Government stills knows best, and communities and 
other partners are still expected under the new approach to walk to its 
tune. Worse that just hollow slogans, Thriving Communities may represent 
a dangerous counterfeit—not only will it fail to deliver on the promise of 
countering	top-down	approaches,	but	it	may	provide	an	even	more	effective	
approach to drown out Indigenous leadership, responsibility and control. 

Thriving Communities is simply a new slogan that describes yet another 
government-led, top-down, attempt to impose the government’s own 
cookie cutter agenda onto Indigenous communities. As such, it will not 
succeed. Under Thriving Communities, Queensland’s First Nations people 
should brace themselves for another distracting, resource and time-
wasting, bitter disappointment.

Thriving Communities is yet another 
government-led, top-down, attempt 
to impose the government’s own 
cookie-cutter agenda on Indigenous 
communities.
#FirstNationsmustlead
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