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List of shortened forms 

NB: Abbreviations correct as at time of SRA evaluation in 2008. Many Government Departments 
in particular have amended names and thus abbreviations since.  

ANAO  Australian National Auditors Office 

ATSIC  Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission 

BRACS  Broadcasting for Remote Aboriginal Communities Scheme 

CAT   Centre for Appropriate Technology 

CEO   Chief Executive Officer 

CDEP   Community Development Employment Projects 

CLC   Central Land Council 

DBERD Department of Business, Economic and Regional Development, NT 
Government 

DCITA Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts, 
Australian Government 

DEET   Department of Employment, Education and Training, NT Government 

DEST   Department of Education, Science and Training, Australian Government 

DEWR  Department of Employment and Workplace Relations, Australian Government 

DLGHS  Department of Local Government, Housing and Sport, NT Government 

DPIFM  Department of Primary Industry, Fisheries and Mines, Australian Government 

IBA   Indigenous Business Australia 

ICC   Indigenous Coordination Centre 

ISBF   Indigenous Small Business Fund 

LGANT  Local Government Association of Northern Territory 

NT   Northern Territory 

OIPC   Office of Indigenous Policy Coordination 

RAE   Remote Area Exemption 

SRA   Shared Responsibility Agreement 
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1. Introduction 

Shared Responsibility Agreements (SRAs) were introduced by the Australian Government in 
2004 as a vehicle for addressing issues in its Indigenous Affairs portfolio. The Agreements were 
used throughout Australia, with the majority being put into place 2004–2008.  

SRAs were agreements between all levels of government and Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander communities. They were an agreement that attempted to tie discretionary funding from 
government (State/Territory and Australian) to some specific commitments made by the 
community in order to achieve goals identified by the community. SRAs were part of a funding 
source that was intended to provide a flexible response to community-identified priorities. 
According to the Australian National Auditors Office (ANAO 2007), they were voluntary 
agreements that detailed the responsibilities of the parties involved, outcomes to be achieved, and 
milestones for measuring program success. Each SRA is unique to a given community and 
context. In working with the Indigenous Coordination Centres (ICCs), which were set up by the 
Australian Government to coordinate Government programs and to negotiate the SRAs, 
communities were encouraged to decide the issues or priorities they wanted addressed and what 
the community would do in return for government investment. SRAs aimed to identify the 
contribution that different stakeholders would make to the agreement and included contributions 
from households, communities, governments and other partners. SRAs were developed for 
discretionary infrastructure or programs only, and did not include or affect the delivery of 
essential services. 

Most SRAs were single issue agreements and relatively simple, with a limited number of parties. 
A handful were comprehensive agreements, covering multiple issues with many parties involved. 
The Ali Curung SRA was the first and largest comprehensive SRA in the Northern Territory 
(NT).  

Ali Curung is an Aboriginal community 150 km south of Tennant Creek in the NT. Tennant 
Creek is the main service centre for the community. Services also come from Alice Springs, 350 
kms south on the Stuart Highway. At the beginning of this project, the Ali Curung Community 
Association Council oversaw services and housing, among other things, but local government 
reform in 2007–2008 meant that the Ali Curung Council was abolished and services centralised 
for the whole Barkly region in Tennant Creek, governed by the Barkly Shire Council since July 1 
2008. This dramatic shift in local government structures had a considerable impact on the SRA 
implementation, due in part to the transfer of assets and accountabilities that accompanied the 
reform and the fact that one of the major signatories to the SRA, the Ali Curung Council, no 
longer existed. 

The Ali Curung SRA was negotiated between all the parties over a period of two years and signed 
on 15 May 2007. The objectives of the Ali Curung SRA were: 

In making this Agreement, the Community and Government(s) have agreed to work 
together to: 

 establish partnerships and share responsibility for achieving measurable and 
sustainable improvements for people living in the Community; 
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 support and strengthen local governance, decision making and accountability; 

 learn from a shared approach – identify what works and what doesn’t and 
apply lessons to future approaches both at the community level and more 
broadly. (Appendix 1) 

 

In 2007, the Ali Curung Council requested that the Centre for Appropriate Technology (CAT) 
independently evaluate the Ali Curung SRA, which it did as part of ‘Desert Services that Work’ 
Core Project of the Desert Knowledge Cooperative Research Centre (DKCRC). Residents of Ali 
Curung, staff from the Ali Curung Community Council, and NT and Australian Government staff 
who worked with people from Ali Curung community were invited to participate. The Tennant 
Creek ICC, along with the SRA Steering Committee, also agreed to the evaluation. 

The evaluation was to provide feedback to the community and the steering committee with the 
aim of learning from and improving the SRA’s implementation. An early draft of this report and 
its recommendations was provided to Ali Curung participants, the SRA Steering Committee and 
the ICC in order to provide the parties with immediate feedback from the evaluation. The 
following report details the content of the SRA, the research methodology, results and 
recommendations. Although substantial changes in policy, including local government reform and 
the Northern Territory Emergency Response (the Intervention) meant that the recommendations 
could not be acted on, it is hoped that they will provide guidance for future agreement or 
policymaking that affects Ali Curung and other similar Aboriginal communities.  

 

2. Background 

The Ali Curung SRA was developed between 2005 and 2007, with the signing of the Agreement 
taking place on 15 May 2007 at Ali Curung. Its development can be linked to a meeting in early 
2005 in Tennant Creek, to which representatives of government and regional organisations were 
invited by Centrefarm to discuss a Centrefarm development at Ali Curung. Centrefarm is an 
Aboriginal Horticulture company originally established by Aboriginal landowners in central 
Australia to drive the development of horticulture on Aboriginal land. It works closely with the 
Central Land Council in particular. The company planned to establish a horticulture enterprise 
near Ali Curung to grow fruit for national markets, preferably using labour from Ali Curung while 
providing training. At the initial meeting, Centrefarm requested government support, and a 
steering committee was formed to further the proposal. This committee later morphed into the 
SRA Steering Committee, comprising the following organisations (with their representatives 
shown in brackets): 

 ICC (General Manager) 

 DBERD (senior staff member) 

 DPIFM (senior staff member) 

 DEET (senior staff member) 
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 CLC (senior staff member) 

 Centrefarm (senior staff member) 

 Ali Curung Council (CEO and Chairperson). 

 

The SRA funding was for a total of $1.5 million dollars, to be used for discretionary projects over 
an unspecified period of time; some of the projects had already started, and the agreement did not 
specify target dates, but rather, 6 monthly reviews and reporting. It was the largest commitment of 
SRA funding for a Northern Territory community (see Appendices 1 and 2: Ali Curung Shared 
Responsibility Agreement draft and final), and involved 14 parties, including the community (see 
Table 1). It contained the following priorities: 

1. Welfare-to-work: lift Remote Area Exemptions (RAEs), develop a market garden, establish 
employment opportunities for Ali Curung residents with Centrefarm, upgrade Council 
machinery to ‘undertake Centrefarm work and tender for road contracts, etc’  

2. Economic Development: assist the community to identify, and provide assistance towards, 
small business opportunities (e.g. bus service, art and craft); develop art centre 

3. Improve school attendance and engage post-primary students: address culturally appropriate 
learning, encourage parent participation, provide extra curricular activities and training for 
youth, provide an internet café for IT training 

4. Improve health outcomes for the community: improve access to health services, raise 
awareness of hygiene and health issues, improve nutrition, enforce dog control program 

5. Assist parents with early childhood education: e.g. funded program to assist parents to read 
with their children. 

 



Desert Knowledge CRC Working Paper 82: Wright and Elvin 

 Ninti One Limited  Assessing Shared Responsibility in Ali Curung 8 

Table 1: Organisations involved in Ali Curung SRA  

Australian 
Government 

Territory Government Local Government Regional/NGO or other 

Department of 
Employment Workplace 
and Relations (DEWR) 

Department of Business, 
Economic and Regional 
Development (DBERD) 

Ali Curung Council 
Association Inc. 

Centrefarm 

Indigenous Business 
Australia (IBA) 

Department of Primary 
Industry, Fisheries and 
Mines (DPIFM) 

Local Government 
Association of Northern 
Territory (LGANT) 

Anyinginyi Health 
Aboriginal Corporation 

Department of 
Education, Science and 
Training (DEST) 

Department of 
Employment, Education 
and Training (DEET) 

  

Department of 
Communications, 
Information Technology 
and the Arts (DCITA) 

Central Australian 
Remote Health 

  

Office of Indigenous 
Policy Coordination 
(OIPC) 

   

 

The SRA was primarily written and developed by the ICC during a period of consultation with 
Ali Curung Council, Council staff members, community members and the SRA Committee. It 
appeared from interviews that the SRA was offered to Ali Curung in order to provide support for 
the Centrefarm proposal and help compensate the community for the lifting of the Remote Area 
Exemptions. (A Remote Area Exemption was an exemption from activity testing applied to 
income support recipients living in areas where there was no locally accessible labour market, no 
locally accessible vocational training course and no locally accessible labour market program. 
They were phased out by the end of 2006, in part due to the assumption that the availability of the 
Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP) Program meant that a labour market 
program was available.)  

The consultation carried out by the ICC clarified what community members wanted to see at Ali 
Curung, and then attempted to match some of the proposed projects with community and 
individual obligations. ICC staff members said that the process involved talking with small groups 
of residents at Ali Curung on certain areas of the SRA, and then holding wider community 
meetings for general awareness-raising about the Agreement and feedback. No records of these 
individual meetings could be obtained for the evaluation, but two larger community meetings 
were observed by the researchers during the course of the fieldwork. 

The larger community meetings took place on an oval at the centre of Ali Curung, and residents 
sat at a distance around the edge of the oval, primarily for family reasons. This meant it was 
difficult to hear what the ICC representative was saying, due to the distance between the speaker 
and many of the listeners. In addition, there were no interpreters present, which presented an issue 
for many residents for whom speak English was a second or third language, nor was there any 
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attempt to graphically or pictorially represent the Agreement. As a result, the ICC struggled to get 
a response to their requests for feedback on the SRA. 

Other than the ICC, no other organisation or department participating in the Ali Curung SRA was 
involved in the community consultation around the planning of the SRA. Further, from the 
accounts of many of the participants, it is clear that the process of SRA consultation was not 
shaped by participatory or community development principles. The discussion of the components 
of the SRA did involve (to an extent) some community members. Elements such as the art centre, 
the market garden and sporting facilities had in the past been requested by earlier Councils or by 
community members. However, many of the obligations of the community and individuals under 
the SRA at Ali Curung were not properly understood by the residents. During the actual delivery 
of the final agreement for signing, community members felt that they had little control of the 
decision-making process and, while they were happy with some of the objectives, they remained 
unsure about their commitments and the decision-making processes more generally. 

 

3. Methods 

Due to the range of stakeholders involved in the SRA, a variety of research methods were 
considered appropriate for gauging the community and government perspectives. Substantial time 
was spent by researchers in Ali Curung, interviewing Council staff, Council, and community 
members, and in Tennant Creek, interviewing Government officers.  

 

Ali Curung 

A process of action research was adopted in Ali Curung. Ali Curung residents were engaged in 
elements of the research design, development of methods, and analysis. This was both a 
formalised arrangement, in that community members were paid to work alongside the researchers, 
but also occurred through workshops and ongoing discussion with community participants of the 
evaluation. As such, the findings and understanding were developed and reshaped over time 
through the sessions with the community. Table 2 details the fieldwork visits that were undertaken 
in Ali Curung during the fieldwork period. 
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Table 2: Fieldwork visits 

Locations Date Number of days in the 
field 

Ali Curung 24–25 February 2007 2 days 

Ali Curung  20–22 March 2007 3 days 

Ali Curung, Imangara and Jarra Jarra 26 April – 23 May 2007 28 days 

Ali Curung  17 July – 16 August 2007 24 days 

Ali Curung and Imangara 24–29 September 2007 4½ days 

Ali Curung 22–25 October 2007 3½ days 

 

The researchers were given access to the Ali Curung Community Protocol, Jinta Marni Jaku. 
Jinta Marni Jaku is a Warlpiri term that means an agreement between everyone and becoming one 
in view. The document detailed aspects of the community and was intended for visitors and new 
employees to the community. It spelled out locally accepted protocols and practices for visitors, 
and clearly articulated the types of relationships that are important to Aboriginal people. For 
example:  

Aboriginal people are quite happy to talk about their culture with you. If you are 
unsure about something, ask. 

Our culture is very different from non-Aboriginal culture and is very complex. Don’t 
try to become involved in it (play local politics). There is a difference between 
understanding and supporting our ways and becoming involved in our way. 

Your role at Ali Curung is to support us with your resources and expertise to develop 
at the pace and direction that we want to go, do not pre-empt us or try to move us in 
a direction you feel is best (Ali Curung, 2001, p 2). 

The last statement in particular echoes the participatory approach used in the evaluation. That is, 
the research team was constantly reassessing its position, and the relationships with and responses 
from the community people working with it. It was useful to have paid positions for mentors and 
interpreters from the community to ensure a two-way information flow, and formalise a process 
whereby people were recognised for the work they did in helping to organise workshops and 
meetings, communicating information about the project, helping with interpretive materials and 
mentoring. 

Observation 
The first fieldwork visits helped to establish relationships and the researchers’ understanding of 
the community of Ali Curung. The observations made in the early stages were paramount to the 
data collection in this time. This included attending community meetings held for a variety of 
reasons, ranging from the SRA to discussions of how to deal with community break-ins and 
changes to CDEP. Such meetings provided the researchers with a broad sense of current issues 
and relationships within the community and relationships with external agencies. Observation 
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continued to play a role in later fieldwork activities; it was a source of triangulation for the other 
data sources, as well as helping to extend the researchers’ understanding of the community. 

Focus groups and workshops 
Focus groups and workshop sessions were used to discuss topics with people at the community 
and to gain a broad understanding of community and individual perspectives. Workshops were 
usually attended by more people than the focus groups and had a broader focus than the SRA: that 
is, the workshops also examined general housing, governance and service issues to provide 
context for the broader research questions for the ‘Desert services that work’ research project. The 
focus groups were specifically about the SRA. These meetings were held in a variety of locations, 
some within the community and others in surrounding country of the community. The majority of 
the workshops were well attended by the women from the community, but there was limited 
representation by men from the community in workshops and focus groups, which can be seen in 
Tables 3 and 4.  

Table 3: SRA Focus groups 

Title Number of 
participants 

Characteristics 

Focus Group 1 8 Gender: female 
Age: 30 to 55 years 
Language: Warlpiri, Alyawarra 

Focus Group 2 10 Gender: 4 male, 6 female 
Age: 22 to 50 years 
Language: Warlpiri, Anmatjere, Kaytetye 

Focus Group 3 12 Gender: 11 female, 1 male 
Age: 21 to 62 years 
Language: English, Warlpiri 
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Table 4: Workshops 

Title Number of 
participants 

Characteristics 

Community Mapping x 
2: services at the 
community, aerial 
photography 

15 
 
 

11 

Gender: female 
Language: Kaytetye, Alyawarra, Warlpiri 
 
Gender: female 
Language: Warlpiri 

Housing Services: 
problems, household 
interaction 

9 Gender: 7 females, 2 males 
Language: Kaytetye, Warlpiri 

Representation: review 
of community councils 

22 Gender: female 
Language: Warlpiri, Alyawarra 

Community Planning: 
transect walks, 
community maps 

15 
 
 

9 

Gender: 8 males, 7 females 
Language: Kaytetye, Warlpiri 
 
Gender: female 
Language: Alyawarra 

 

Open-ended interviews 
Open-ended interviews with community members were also used to discuss aspects of the SRA. 

Fourteen residents of Ali Curung who were employed in positions at the Council, the store or the 
school were interviewed to gather their understanding and perceptions of the SRA. 

Where interviewees consented, the interviews were tape recorded. The tapes were transcribed and 
the main findings are summarised in this report.  

 

Tennant Creek 

Fieldwork was conducted with organisations in Tennant Creek, and particularly the employees of 
organisations that were signatories to the SRA. 

Interviews 
In order to scope the project and understand the relationship with and between service providers 
and Ali Curung, preliminary informal interviews were held with service providers involved in 
remote area service delivery in the Barkly region. These included employees of Aboriginal 
organisations Julalikari Council Aboriginal Corporation (including Buramana Remote Services 
and Julalikari Job Shop) and the Council of Elders; officers from the Australian Government 
Indigenous Coordination Centre (ICC); the NT Department of Local Government Housing and 
Sport; the Department of Business, Economic and Regional Development; and Barkly Regional 
Arts. Although these interviews were not recorded, field notes of these meeting have been kept 
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and have helped establish the researchers’ understanding of the context of service delivery and the 
SRA within the Barkly region. 

Semi-structured interview were subsequently conducted with service providers involved in the 
SRA, which included the representatives of the ICC; the Australian Department of Employment 
and Workplace Relations; Centrefarm; NT Department of Industry, Fisheries and Mines; and NT 
Department of Business, Economic and Regional Development. Where consent was given, these 
interviews were recorded. Of those interviewed, 40 per cent were immediately involved in the 
development of the SRA through providing advice on available resources, while 30 per cent of 
interviewees were also members of the SRA Steering Committee.  

 

4. Assessing shared responsibility in Ali Curung 

This evaluation was as much concerned with the process of the SRA as with the outcomes 
achieved. The two were clearly linked, as successful delivery of shared responsibility requires 
good relationships between the people sharing the responsibilities. The evaluation material 
therefore considered: 

 Initial documentation of the establishment of the SRA 

 Stakeholder perceptions of the SRA, including perspectives of residents and government 
service-providers 

 Assessment of the delivery of services under the SRA. 

 

Mapping the SRA document 

In order to try and make clear the relationships created by the SRA, constituent parts of the 
agreement were mapped. Figure 1 below represents the ways government organisations and other 
agencies were participating in the shared responsibility agreement. The diagrams were used as a 
resource for the interviews and community discussions. 

Missing from these diagrams are the community and individual obligations of the SRA. This is 
due to the way in which the SRA was written, and the sprawling description of what the 
community would do, making it difficult to map and describe diagrammatically. Further, the SRA 
provided little guidance on how meeting obligations would be measured and there was a difficulty 
in clearly linking or measuring some of the activities with obligations and outcomes. For example, 
in the case of the obligation to enforce a dog control program and measure its impact on health 
outcomes, it was unclear who had the obligation, how it could be measured, and how it would 
have an impact on health outcomes.  

The diagrams do demonstrate, however, that: 

 Some activities were resourced by a number of government departments (e.g. ‘assist in early 
childhood education’, ‘develop small business opportunities’) 
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 Some activities had no direct in-kind or financial support (e.g. ‘address culturally appropriate 
learning’, ‘identify small business opportunities’) 

 Some activities received only in-kind support but not financial support. 

 

These diagrams highlighted further questions about the delivery of the SRA, particularly with 
regard to the items that have no financial support, but also to those that have multiple agency 
support. That is, a multi-agency approach assumes that there is coordination of the work of the 
departments. However, evidence from other reports suggests that joint projects between agencies 
increases the complexity of the project. The Australian National Auditors Office (ANAO 2007) 
found from interviews with government officers regarding joint projects such as SRAs: 

 there was a need for a lead to be provided by a principal department to guide 
the development of a jointly funded project 

 there were concerns regarding what arrangements would be allowed by the 
Department of Finance and Administration 

 the additional costs of administering the joint arrangements for relatively 
small amounts may not represent value for money 

 there was a need to consider the joint arrangements on a case-by-case basis 
and departments preferred arrangements under which they retained control 
over resources. 

(ANAO 2007: 106) 

These findings appear applicable to the Ali Curung SRA, where there was often no principal 
department taking the lead for projects. Rather, leadership occurred through voluntary 
coordination by local staff who were resident at Ali Curung, despite their roles in the SRA not 
being recognised by written agreement. It was the local staff who tried to monitor progress, 
keeping themselves and relevant government departments informed about progress and needs, 
where applicable. Many of these points are further reinforced or brought up again in the 
stakeholder perspectives described below. 

 

In the Figure below, the yellow circle represents the priority, the green circles the activities 
supported or funded to address the priority, and red circles represent the organisation(s) 
supporting the item (with either financial or in-kind support). 

 



Desert Knowledge CRC Working Paper 82: Wright and Elvin 

 

Assessing Shared Responsibility in Ali Curung Ninti One Limited  15 

Figure 1: Five priorities of the Ali Curung Shared Responsibility Agreement 
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Stakeholder perspectives on the SRA 

Pivotal to the evaluation of the SRA was the generation of a baseline understanding of the 
perceptions, experiences and comprehension that participants had of the planning and 
implementation of the SRA. Significantly, many of the local staff employed at Ali Curung were 
not part of the planning process but had substantial roles in facilitating the development of SRA 
priorities and activities. The three focus group sessions with community members and fourteen 
interviews of employees based in Ali Curung provided an insight into the participants’ 
experiences with the Agreement. The results are shown in Table 5, which presents the main 
findings from the interviews, illustrated with apposite quotes. 

Table 6 presents an insight to the perspectives of employees of Australian and Territory 
governments involved with the SRA. Almost all interviewees had been in their current position 
for three years. The shortest period of employment in the position at the time of interview was 
two years, and the longest five years. All reported to managers in either Alice Springs or Darwin 
or a combination of both
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Table 5: Ali Curung residents’ perspectives (includes Council staff and community members) on the SRA 

Subject area Findings Quotes 

SRA planning 
process 

Interviews: No interviewees working at the community said that they were 
involved in the planning process. 
Focus Group 1: 100% of participants remembered being involved in 
meetings with ICC staff. Two participants remembered lengthy 
conversations of particular aspects of the SRA, including market garden 
and art centre. 
Focus Group 2: Two participants do not remember being involved in any 
meetings on the SRA. The other participants all remembered one or 
several meetings, particularly the barbecue sign-off event. 
Focus Group 3: Only 2 participants were living at the community during 
the planning of the SRA. They remember some involvement in meetings, 
particularly detailing school attendance. 

‗Well, basically all the planning had been done before I arrived. I 
had no input whatsoever in the planning. That was done between 
ICC and a committee who I was led to believe consulted with 
community and the community told the committee what they 
wanted to do in the community. That‘s all I know.‘ 
‗It was already planned when I got here. There was a Committee, 
who were the Centrefarm Committee but that changed to SRA 
Committee. ICC Manager negotiated between this committee and 
the community. She did a lot of work.‘ 
‗I remember one lady came to talk to us. And we asked her about 
real jobs. How can we get a real job under this SRA thing?‘ 
‗I went to some meetings and talked about arts and craft. That‘s 
what is important to me. We are getting that Art Centre now 
sometime. That lady she listened to us.‘ 

Understanding of 
SRA 

Interviews: 64% of interviewees had a good understanding of shared 
responsibility agreement principles and practices; 28% had reasonable 
level of understanding but were confused over the details; 7% did not 
know anything about the SRA. 
Focus Groups 1 & 2: Did not have a real understanding of what shared 
responsibility agreement was about, so focus group session evolved into 
discussion of SRA.  
 
Focus Group 3: Had an understanding of the broad concepts of shared 
responsibility, but did not understand the details of the Ali Curung 
agreement. 

‗My understanding of the SRA is basically it is a mutual agreement 
between the government and community, to upgrade facilities in 
the community in return for $1.5 million. As well as increase their 
involvement, individual involvements in the community.‘ 
‗Well, it has never been properly explained to me. It‘s just about … 
Well, what I think it‘s about is the responsibility of us and the 
Aboriginal people to be responsible for the things we do and the 
things they do.‘ 
‗Most people they know about that $1.5 million in that SRA. They 
know about it. But we don‘t understand all the details, you know.‘ 
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Subject area Findings Quotes 

Responsibility and 
role in delivery 

Interviews: 35% of interviewees indicated that they had some role in parts 
of the SRA; 14% did not know if they had a role in the SRAs; 50% said 
that it did not involve them directly. 
Focus Group 1: Participants did not understand their role as individuals 
but understood some responsibilities of the community to be sending 
children to school and cleaning up houses. 
Focus Group 2: Participants discussed what work some community 
members had done through photo stories, including working in the 
garden, cleaning up houses, the house painting crew, CDEP roles, and 
sending kids to school. 
Focus Group 3: Discussed the specific role of the school in relation to 
shared responsibility.  

‗I see my role as the middle man between government and the 
community. We facilitate relationships that wouldn‘t have any 
practical relevance if we weren‘t here on the ground doing the 
work.‘ 
‗We make it happen here with CDEP. Getting the trainers into the 
garden, laying the pipes, clearing the women‘s centre, sorting out 
that shed and using the equipment – CDEP did that.‘ 
 

Accountability Interviews: 64% of interviewees suggested that the community would not 
be held accountable if things did not change; 43% did not know who to 
talk to in government if government did not fulfil its role.  
Focus Group 1: No participants had a clear understanding of their 
relationships with or negotiated accountabilities to government. 
Focus Group 2: One participant suggested that government funding might 
stop if the community did not fulfil its obligations, and other participants 
generally agreed with the comments. 
Focus Group 3: Participants had not witnessed any evidence of 
monitoring of community involvement and said that there were no 
changes in the practices of people at the community. Participants 
discussed why the store was not selling produce from the market garden. 

‗The Government won‘t hold the community accountable, they 
won‘t. Somebody who has been out here a long time said that 
Aboriginal people know that the wind blows from many directions. 
So hitting them over the head with $1.5 million, creating and 
inflating that, as incentive to change their ways. It is not going to 
work. It is a beginning, it‘s a first step.‘ 
‗I don‘t know what‘s going to happen if people don‘t work. Maybe 
the government won‘t fund us anymore. I don‘t know.‘ 
 
‗Do people know that there are vegetables rotting in the garden 
and yet the store doesn‘t sell them? I thought the SRA was 
supposed to deal with that. I thought the produce was to be sold 
here.‘ 



Desert Knowledge CRC Working Paper 82: Wright and Elvin 

 

Assessing Shared Responsibility in Ali Curung Ninti One Limited 19 

Subject area Findings Quotes 

Strengths and 
weaknesses of the 
Agreement 

Interviews: 78% of interviewees thought the shared responsibility 
approach was a useful process. Most interviewees thought that changes 
would take a longer time to implement than the period of the Agreement; 
21% were not convinced that SRA was a particularly useful approach at 
the community. 
Focus Group 1: The participants thought the Agreement was important for 
the community and government. 
Focus Group 2: All participants thought that the process for working with 
the community was poorly undertaken, but that the new services would be 
of value to the community. 
Focus Group 3: Participants believed that the intentions of shared 
responsibility have always been a part of government funding anyway. 

‗It‘s a starting point, something to work from. By formalising 
responsibilities, people have something to work for.‘ 
‗You know everything that is happening in the community is a 
positive. The sports oval, the art centre, the garden over there, 
these are all good things for Ali Curung.‘ 
 
‗It has some good merit, the idea of getting people to do something 
in return for funding. But I don‘t see many changes on the ground. 
It is going to have to be reinforced over time.‘ 

Review of Priority 
One: Welfare-to-
work — lift Remote 
Area Exemption, 
develop market 
garden, establish 
employment 
opportunities, 
upgrade council 
machinery 

Interviews: 28% of participants reflected on the problems with training 
initiatives in relation to the market garden; 86% were concerned about the 
sustainability of the garden; 35% identified the problematic nature of lifting 
Remote Area Exemptions and problems with ‗work-ready‘ training. 
Focus Group 1: Participants talked about the successful training activities 
of the market garden. 
Focus Group 2: Participants agreed that the establishment of the market 
garden was a success. However, all were annoyed that the produce was 
difficult to access locally because the store did not sell it and people did 
not know whether they were allowed to pick the food themselves. 
Focus Group 3: Participants discussed the role of the school in regards to 
the market garden. 

‗The work-ready programs didn‘t address any of the underlining 
reasons why people don‘t turn up to work: family, culture 
obligations, alcohol abuse and poor health. It was a short program 
that didn‘t have any impact on the people.‘ 
‗Originally, the garden was only for the community. I mean we were 
quite happy to grow just enough to supply the community. And then 
what was left then sell up the road. That was a really good plan, 
but then other people stepped in and changed it. Like it is important 
for a healthy community, I mean if it can supply fresh vegetables, 
greens, and so on, at a reasonable price. Well, people are going to 
buy them. 
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Subject area Findings Quotes 

Review of Priority 
Two: Economic 
Development — 
identify and assist 
small business 
opportunities: bus 
service; art centre 

Interviews: 85% of interviewees thought Ali Curung would have difficulties 
running a business; 43% said that cultural obligations to family would 
negatively affect business operations; 57% did not know how the bus 
service would operate at Ali Curung. 71% of interviewees anticipated that 
the bus would cause issues when it came into the community. 
Focus Group 1: Participants agreed that there is limited understanding in 
the community of how a business is run, and that low literacy and 
numeracy would be a challenge for potential businesses. 
Focus Group 2: Participants demanded to know why this was a priority 
area in the SRA, because they did not think the community recognised it 
as a priority. All participants agreed that the bus should be run by the 
Council and should never be owned by an individual or family in the 
community. 
Focus Group 3: Chose not to address Priority Two in the discussion. 

‗That bus is going to be a nightmare when it comes into the 
community. I mean, has anyone worked out who is going to drive it 
and what it will cost? They give us a bus – thanks – and expect us 
to sort it out.‘ 
 
‗You know, people don‘t know what a business means. We have 
low literacy and numeracy and I don‘t think this business stuff 
makes sense. It would be hard for people to understand.‘ 
‗We have a painting crew, a group in garden, and ladies at 
homemakers. But that‘s CDEP, not [a] business. We do it for our 
community.‘ 
 

Review of Priority 
Three: School 
Attendance — 
culturally appropriate 
learning, parent 
participation, extra-
curricular activities 
and training, internet 
café, sporting 
facilities 

Interviews: 71% of interviewees believed that this priority did not have any 
importance for them; 14% thought that this priority was the most important 
but least addressed of all the priorities. 
Focus Group 1: Participants agreed that ‗no school, no sport‘ was difficult 
to implement but important. 
Focus Group 2: Participants decided not to discuss this priority.  
Focus Group 3: Participants identified that there were few new initiatives 
to address this priority area. They thought that more activities were 
required for youth. 

‗Getting the kids to school, that is what needs to happen. This 
working generation, we missed it with them. But those young ones, 
they need a future.‘ 
‗Education, education, education. It‘s that simple. We wouldn‘t 
have half the problems we have here if that was more properly 
supported by everyone, community and government.‘ 
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Subject area Findings Quotes 

Review of Priority 
Four: Improve Health 
Outcomes — 
access, awareness 
of hygiene and 
health, nutrition, dog 
control 

Focus Group 1: Participants agreed that they found the priority difficult to 
achieve with the strategies suggested. 
Focus Group 2: Participants suggested that many of the strategies in this 
priority were already taking place [although whether they were considered 
to be meeting the priorities was unclear]. 
Focus Group 3: Participants valued the role of health in the strategy but 
thought the elements were too weak to influence health outcomes. They 
were confused as to why the bus service was listed in the community 
obligations under this priority, even though SRA stated that OIPC would 
fund establishment of a bus service to take patients to Tennant Creek.  

‗I don‘t really know what is going on with the health [outcomes] 
under the SRA. Maybe some renovations at the clinic.‘ 
‗Those programs in the SRA, they have been funded for years. I 
mean the lunch program and nutrition stuff, so what will change?‘ 

Review of Priority 
Five: Early 
Childhood Education 
— assist parents, 
fund programs for 
reading to children 

Interviews: 85% of interviewees suggested that they did not know a lot of 
the details behind this priority; 42% thought that child care was an 
important training opportunity for young mothers. 
Focus Group 1: Participants were concerned about co-location of the child 
care with the art centre. 
Focus Group 2: Participants thought that this initiative needed to focus on 
teaching of Aboriginal language and culture and delivery of early 
childhood development programs. 
Focus Group 3: Participants discussed the operations of the pre-school 
and its role in child care. They thought the child care centre should be 
closer to school and have an element of literacy and numeracy 
development. They wanted to see shared resources between the school 
and the child care centre. 

‗There are between 2 and 4 offers available for [people to 
undertake] Certificates in Childcare. But I am not really sure how to 
find the people for these. There must be ladies interested out there, 
but I don‘t want to take them away from school or homemaker 
roles.‘ 
‗It worries me that child care is with the art centre. That place is for 
the old people and they won‘t be happy with kids running around 
there.‘ 
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Table 6: Government stakeholders’ perspectives on the SRA 

Subject area Findings Quotes 

SRA planning 
process 

100% of interviewees said that planning was driven by ICC and 100% of 
non-ICC departmental officers said that they were not involved in the 
community consultation. 
40% pointed out that many of the SRA activities were underway before 
the SRA was signed. 
40% acknowledged local support of the ICC and the teamwork across 
departments. 
100% of those interviewed did not know what was happening with the 
Steering Committee; they noted the lack of meetings since the signing 
and the impact that that was having on how the SRA was progressing. 
80% expressed little knowledge of any evidence of community 
consultation in the SRA planning. 
One interviewee noted the difficulty some departments had in terms of 
their limited flexibility in funding, in contrast to ICCs, which had larger, 
untied ‗finding buckets‘. 
 

‗I have this vision that one day, instead of government asking 
communities to apply to each government department, they‘ll put in 
an application that says what they hope to achieve for their 
community and we will need X amount of dollars for this, this and 
this and it will be a bucket of dollars that will allow them to achieve 
those outcomes. We throw the dollars in the bucket and they only 
have one reporting requirement, not six million. If you‘re sitting out 
at Ali Curung at the moment, you‘re reporting to several NT 
government departments, you‘re reporting to several 
Commonwealth departments and you‘ve only got a handful of staff. 
I think they‘re just amazing out there and how they cope with the 
loads that we put on them.‘ 
‗I just think the CEOs out there are very dedicated to what they‘re 
trying to do, ‘cause if they weren‘t they wouldn‘t be there. They‘ve 
got no life.‘ 
‗The community didn‘t understand what was involved.‘ 
‗The [Steering] Committee has dropped off the face of the earth 
since the signing.‘ 
On effect of the NT Emergency Intervention: ‗A great tragedy of 
this exercise is that it ignores a lot of the good work done on the 
ground.‘ 

Understanding of 
SRA  

Only 40% of the interviewees were asked directly about their 
understanding of the SRA. Responses referred to the SRA as a method 
introduced to encourage Aboriginal people to consider their obligations in 
a welfare system. It was also perceived as a way of getting more funding 
to the community in a coordinated fashion, and the consolidation of 
reporting. 
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Subject area Findings Quotes 

Accountability and 
responsibility 

There were varied answers on the issue of responsibilities, ranging from 
the need for someone to be responsible for setting up meetings to noting 
there‘s no ‗end date‘ on the SRA. 
By contrast, another interviewee ‗assumed‘ that funding would be 
jeopardised if the community did not fulfil its obligations. 
The Australian Government‘s Northern Territory Emergency Response 
was also mentioned as a factor in preventing government officers doing 
day-to-day business and following how the program was going. 
Government responsibilities were perceived by one interviewee as being 
only the dissemination of information about SRA, funding and guidelines. 

‗Isn‘t that what we‘re about, taking these people through those 
steps and if it‘s two forward and one backwards, so what? It‘s 
about teaching people how to do things.‘ 
‗How much information is understood when people in the 
management committee use high English?‘ 
‗I never really understood what the community was up for.‘ 
‗It‘s now nationally a dead duck – we won‘t be able to measure the 
success of the obligation.‘ 
‗The understanding was that we were always ―all care and no 
responsibility‖. We don‘t get involved in the implementation. They 
had the ownership of it.‘  

Connectivity  60% of interviewees mentioned an informal field officers‘ forum in Tennant 
Creek that was useful for sharing information, but it was noted by 60% 
that the forum was not being held again, largely because of both the 
Intervention and staff turnover. 
40% of interviewees said that, without meetings such as the Steering 
Group or field officer forum, they didn‘t know what was happening, e.g. 
many interviewees were unaware of the resignations of key people. 

 

Reporting Generally, 40% report to their departments every 3 months, 40% filed 
monthly reports, and 20% did not need to report at all. 
80% of those reporting didn‘t have specific SRA reporting requirements – 
SRA progress was incorporated in other general reports. 

‗Are [key performance indicators] being monitored? No one has 
been in touch [with the interviewee] about the SRA since they [Ali 
Curung] received money from [the Department] in late September 
2006.‘ 
‗Darwin [Senior Government Department Officers] didn‘t 
comprehend the SRA. It wasn‘t active resistance but they kept 
wanting briefings while not doing the business.‘ 
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Subject area Findings Quotes 

Strengths and 
weaknesses 

The potential for economic development, community enterprise, skills 
transfer and cooperation between levels of government were noted as 
strengths. 
40% noted a lack of knowledge about what was actually happening in the 
community and if any planning was taking place. 
One interviewee queried whether any communication took place in any of 
the first languages of Ali Curung residents. 

‗What‘s the Project Officer‘s role?‘ 
‗If we can‘t agree on how to get good people out there and 
involved, it will be a festering, ongoing mess.‘ 
 

Main trends and 
policy reforms 
influencing how 
people work  

60% of interviewees cited the Australian Government‘s Northern Territory 
Emergency Response and local government reform as having substantial 
influence on their work and on the SRA. 
80% cited federal policy changes, such as the abolition of ATSIC, 
changes to CDEP and federal funding issues, as also having a significant 
influence. 
Other factors noted were internal restructuring and official recognition that 
a mainstream approach is not always the best way.  

‗The sands keep shifting and the goal posts keep swinging.‘ 
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The findings in the above table show that there was confusion at both community and government level 
about the working arrangements of the SRA. One government interviewee suggested that the limited 
understanding of the SRA may be attributed to the fact that many of the SRA activities had begun before 
the signing, and residents were not necessarily linking the SRA to those activities. The mutual obligations 
in the SRA remained a challenging topic for residents and government officials alike. Many people did not 
understand the individual or community responsibilities that they were accountable for. It followed that 
the accountability mechanisms for community obligations were unlikely to be measured or reinforced. A 
significant finding from the interviews with representatives of government agencies was that participants 
were unsure how the SRA was progressing due to the lack of Steering Committee meetings and to staff 
changes in the ICC. The interviews also highlighted the important involvement that many local employees 
of Ali Curung had in developing the initiatives (such as the art centre and market garden), especially the 
SRA Project Manager, CEO and Art Centre Coordinator. In a general sense, the view of the residents of 
Ali Curung was that the SRA had delivered and continued to deliver some good outcomes that were 
improving community wellbeing, but these outcomes were not being monitored under the Agreement. 

The SRA Steering Committee needed to adopt an approach that was more inclusive and that more 
effectively informed the Ali Curung residents of the SRA obligations and priorities. There was a mismatch 
between the details of the SRA and the perceptions of the SRA on the ground. More involvement by 
community representatives in the Steering Committee meetings, and more meetings in general with 
residents of Ali Curung, would have increased the level of participation in working arrangements of the 
SRA. The Steering Committee’s operation was affected by staff turnover (at least a third of interviewees 
had changed jobs between when they were interviewed and the time of writing) and a lack of 
documentation. The lack of information appears to be in part due to the lack of reporting structures around 
the SRA within the agencies interviewed. 

The influence that the community can have on the SRA implementation was further reduced by the 
complexity of the system. This complexity contributes to uncertainty about accountability and lack of 
transparency in funding agreements. With regard to the community’s accountability:  

 There are no examples of feedback being provided to the community residents about their obligations 

 There were few opportunities or avenues for community members to question the choices made 
within the SRA by service providers 

 The timing of the approval and signing of the SRA did not correlate with an increased level of action 
at the community because many of the initiatives were already in the process of development (e.g. 
market garden, internet café) or were finished (e.g. sports oval). 

On the whole, the accountability structures in the SRA were weak in terms of the obligations of both 
community and government because there were no formalised reporting mechanisms or links between the 
obligations and individual funding arrangements of each of the government departments. Thus although 
some indicators were identified for evaluation within the SRA (e.g. approved school attendance), these 
indicators, if poor, were unlikely to result in reduced funding levels or changes to the Agreement. 

In addition, all of the indicators were likely to be confounded by other factors at the community at any 
time, but there was little consideration of these variables within the reporting structure. For example, 
increased school attendance is an obligation of the community, measured through a baseline indicator that 
compares school attendance before the SRA to that after the SRA. Factors such as the required time to 
replace the principal, lack of relief teachers, changing numbers of teacher’s aides working at the school, 
and the health of teachers have all affected the levels of schooling provided throughout the SRA 



Desert Knowledge CRC Working Paper 82: Wright and Elvin 

 Ninti One Limited  Assessing Shared Responsibility in Ali Curung 26 

implementation. These are all problems that weaken the education system and can adversely affect school 
attendance. However, these factors are often outside the influence or authority of the community. 
Moreover, indicators have been identified on only the demand- or community-side obligations, but there 
are no indicators that provide opportunities to evaluate the government obligations. This highlights the 
inconsistency of the application of ‘shared responsibility’ and points to the possibility that SRAs would 
have benefited from including public reporting requirements of the outcomes (see also ANAO 2007: 105). 

The notion of shared responsibility is further restricted because there are few feedback mechanisms within 
the reporting structures to assess the shared responsibility. The only example where the development of 
the SRA received some attention was within the SRA Steering committee, which held one meeting 
following the official signing. The committee structure did not allow participation by community 
members, which reduced the opportunity for feedback and discussion. One participant of the committee 
suggested (pers. comm. 25/09/07): ‘They are interesting meetings because of the personalities. You should 
come along, but I really don’t know what is achieved by the committee.’ 

Once the agreement details were finalised by government, at Ali Curung the local-level coordinator 
employed as an administrative staff member of Ali Curung Council emerged as the most essential element 
in achieving successful development of the initiatives and services. In spite of this, these local governance 
arrangements are hardly reflected within the agreement. Those working at the local level have sought help 
and additional funding from government to support the SRA initiatives. In turn, they were able to direct 
assistance because they understood the level of support required locally. Their involvement remained 
critical throughout the SRA development but it was also a burden: the pressure placed on local staff to 
maintain programs contributed to the burnout suffered by many local employees and the subsequent high 
turnover of staff in Ali Curung. In the same way, the implementation of the SRA was also largely being 
carried through the efforts of a few key outsiders living in Ali Curung. 

 

Service analysis within the Shared Responsibility Agreement 

The subject of this report calls for an interpretation and review of some of the discretionary services that 
were delivered under the SRA. The services explored below include the internet café, the market garden, 
the art centre and the bus service, which were all in part delivered through the SRA. The review takes into 
account observations and anecdotes about the delivery of the initiative, the governance structure, and the 
ongoing sustainability of the project. The activities present a picture of the changing governance 
arrangements around implementation of services in the SRA at Ali Curung, including strengths and 
weaknesses within each of the service areas. 

Internet café 
The internet café was funded under Priority Three to improve school attendance and engage post-primary 
students. The internet café operated from the Broadcasting for Remote Aboriginal Communities Scheme 
(BRACS) building in Ali Curung and was intended to operate as a user-pays service for the residents of 
and visitors to Ali Curung. It was funded by DBERD and DEET and opened in May 2007. The café had a 
total of seven computers: four were publicly accessible computers for internet searching, two were used to 
improve literacy and numeracy outcomes in the community, and one computer was for the operation of 
the service. 

The SRA delivered funding for the computer equipment (including printers), the internet wireless service, 
training for two community members and a paid full-time position to manage the centre. The full-time 



Desert Knowledge CRC Working Paper 82: Wright and Elvin 

 

Assessing Shared Responsibility in Ali Curung Ninti One Limited  27 

position was divided into two part-time paid positions for community members of Ali Curung. The 
internet café rates changed from $2 per hour to between 20c and 50c per hour. The user-pays service was 
administered voluntarily through the Ali Curung Council. Since the service opened, it was used by 
community members for internet banking, general surfing, downloading music and other activities. At the 
then-current levels of usage, the service could not generate enough money for ongoing upkeep and 
running costs. In the short term, it needed to be supported by additional funding from government 
providers to maintain the computers and paid positions for the management of the service. This was not 
unlike other internet services that operate in small, remote towns throughout Australia that also require 
recurrent public funding to continue operations. Further, as the café was a service under the Ali Curung 
Council, it was uncertain who would be responsible for maintaining the service, and without an 
appropriate business plan, the suggestion that it operate under a Community Corporation warranted some 
scepticism. It remained the case that the internet café was unlikely to continue operations without the 
Council and without ongoing funding provisions. 

With regard to the SRA Priority intended to be met by this initiative, the internet café created some limited 
results in terms of engaging greater numbers of post-primary students in the community, and employing 
two young men. But the internet café has little relevance in achieving increased school attendance because 
of its designated opening hours and the fact that computer facilitates were also available at the school. The 
facility would have been better utilised by residents, including post-primary students, if it could be 
correlated with their livelihood aspirations and training and employment options in some way. It would 
also have benefited from being linked to the computer-training programs in the school curriculum. 
Provision of training initiatives funded by DEET is important to increase the computer skills of residents. 
Nonetheless, the internet café needed to be more strategically linked to employment opportunities for 
residents. 

Market garden  
The market garden was funded under Priority One of the SRA and was intended to support welfare-to-
work opportunities. It was established as the first project under the SRA, following the meetings organised 
by Centrefarm in 2005 and well before the SRA was signed. The development of the market garden was 
funded by Ali Curung Council ($40,000) and Centrefarm ($20,000). Under the SRA, the ICC provided 
some funding for infrastructure, including a new tractor. In addition to the SRA, DEET provided funding 
for training. The market garden had the capacity to provide fresh fruit and vegetables for the community 
store and was intended to complement the development of the Centrefarm initiative at Ali Curung; that is, 
it was planned as a training ground to develop the horticulture skills of CDEP participants for bigger 
Centrefarm projects. The Centrefarm project was to develop a large-scale mango farm near Ali Curung, 
but initial negotiations for a grower were unsuccessful, during the time that the evaluation was being 
conducted. This had an impact on the overall utilisation of skills that were developed through the market 
garden project. 

However, the market garden has a much larger story than just its link with Centrefarm. The first steps in 
creating the market garden were clearing the site, laying the irrigation pipes and planting the first crops. 
DEET provided funds for a trainer to work alongside CDEP participants to develop their skills while they 
undertook the work. The participants received a Certificate 1 level in Horticulture during this time. The 
first successful crop from the market garden was watermelons; corn and rockmelons were not as 
successful. The first crop of watermelons was produced in January–February 2007 and distributed through 
the community, with small amounts of produce taken to Tennant Creek and Alice Springs for sale. 
However, the watermelons provided limited commercial return due to the timing in supplying the market 
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and the small amount of produce available. Many of the watermelons were distributed to or collected by 
community residents, but the store did not sell any. 

In winter 2007, additional training funds were generated to allow the trainer to continue working with 
CDEP participants in establishing winter crops of broccoli, tomatoes, cabbage, silver beet, spinach and 
carrots. The carrots did not grow well; most were stunted and difficult to harvest. The tomatoes ripened 
quickly, but were not of suitable quality to distribute to wholesalers. Some of the broccoli was distributed 
to wholesalers, and small amounts of all other vegetables were distributed throughout the community. 
However, a quantity of vegetables was left to rot in the garden or could not be sold through the store. The 
reason for the latter situation was not clear and not further investigated. 

From this account, it appeared that the market garden would need continual investment, marketing advice 
and ongoing funds from sources outside the community if it was to be developed further. The lack of a 
reasonable crop in 2008 led to the closure of the garden. Delivery of training skills in horticulture to 
community members had occurred by 2008, but the delay in negotiations between Centrefarm and 
growers meant that the planned outcomes of the training – employment at a bigger enterprise such as the 
Centrefarm farm – was not available.  

Accountability for the delivery of work carried out under the instruction of trainers also required tighter 
control. For example, the pipework for both the vegetable garden and the sports oval was laid under the 
supervision of a training provider and subsequently required additional resources, funding and work to 
repair, as the main water pipe in the vegetable garden was not at a sufficient depth. Due to the nature of 
the contract, under which DEET funded the training provider, there was very little the community could 
do in order to hold the contractor accountable for the efficient delivery of the service. This example 
suggests that some training activities, while they were intended to increase participation and to be a cost-
effective way of undertaking work at the community, were outside the formal accountability structures of 
service provision. 

The funds provided by the government and other stakeholders covered some initial growing of crops, 
some infrastructure, training for community members to Certificate 1 in Horticulture, and in-kind support 
for a business plan. The lack of good sales, limited crop sizes, limited knowledge of farm management, 
and a problematic training system which failed to install infrastructure properly, have all resulted in a 
project that is likely to be unsustainable without further funding.  

The market garden’s poor performance can be attributed to lack of sufficient business planning and 
limited farm management skills at Ali Curung. The horticulture training was important in building the 
capacity of residents, but it was not sufficient to achieve the necessary qualifications to manage the market 
garden. One way of overcoming the problem was suggested by the then-SRA Project Officer, which was 
to deliver an economically independent model through funding a Farm Manager. Such a model deserves 
critical attention, and had the potential to develop and transfer farming skills to the local workforce while 
managing the farm for commercial purposes. This model follows a similar approach to the management of 
many art centres in central Australia and has some clear similarities with the Centrefarm proposal.  

Art centre 
The art centre development is part of the funding provided to achieve the SRA’s Priority Two to establish 
small businesses. The art centre received funding for the building through the SRA. Separate funding for a 
coordinator’s position was generated by the community under other funding programs, but funding to set 
up the art centre itself was still required in 2008. 



Desert Knowledge CRC Working Paper 82: Wright and Elvin 

 

Assessing Shared Responsibility in Ali Curung Ninti One Limited  29 

The new art centre was to be located at the site previously used for the Women’s Centre. Having an art 
centre, rather than selling art through the Community Council as had been previously done, was in 
recognition of art as an important source of income for a large number of community members and the 
significance of art and craft in retaining and maintaining culture and language. Under the SRA, the art 
centre building was also intended to house the children’s play group. Funding from both the art centre and 
play group, as well as additional funds from Ali Curung Community Council, were combined to cover the 
costs of the new building. Following discussion with community members, it was clear that the co-
location of the two initiatives needed immediate review, particularly with regard to how the mixed 
responsibilities of the art centre and child care were to be managed.  

The art centre coordinator was hired in September 2007. Two CDEP participants were assigned to work 
with the coordinator and an art centre committee was formed in early October 2007. The art centre, a 
prefabricated building, arrived in the community towards the end of 2007. The participatory approach was 
used in developing the committee, which determined a formalised governance structure that was outside 
the SRA. In addition, it had a single management unit, a link with land and culture, and the capacity to 
generate substantial discretionary funds through other sources which were likely to help support this 
initiative. Despite this, ongoing sources of funding from government were also required for immediate 
needs, and Ali Curung residents continued to make submissions for funding the art centre activities. 

The art centre, on its own initiative and with considerable support from the Ali Curung Council, began to 
attend markets in Alice Springs and distribute work to some agents in the central Australian region. A 
Council staff member took on the task of writing a business plan with the assistance of the residents, 
separate from the SRA arrangements. Nonetheless, the work to develop the art centre should have been 
more specifically included in the community obligations because it was a clear example of the willingness 
of residents to voluntarily assist in the development of services that improve their wellbeing and enhance 
their employment or livelihood opportunities. 

Bus service 
Preparing a business plan for the bus service was included in Priority Two, but the community obligations 
with regard to the bus were listed in Priority Four of the SRA, under improving health outcomes for the 
community. The bus service was intended to deliver an additional transport service for community 
members from Ali Curung to Tennant Creek and was defined as a user-pays service for residents. The 
primary purpose of this service was to give people access to health facilities in Tennant Creek, thus its 
presence on Priority Four, but also to other services such as shopping. 

The bus was provided with funds from the ICC of up to $90,000. In August 2007 the bus was purchased 
and arrived at Ali Curung. At the community level, everyone was aware that the service had to operate on 
the basis of user pays. The original plan was that the bus would be managed initially by the Council, with 
the option of transferring the running of the business to an interested individual or family group in the long 
term. In the weeks following the arrival of the bus, Council staff attempted to work out the management of 
and the rules for the service. They endeavoured to find an individual who was licensed to drive the bus, to 
set up rules and to work out a rate for ticket prices. These decisions were undertaken with very little 
consultation with the Ali Curung community. 

In September 2007, the Council offered the use of the bus for the football grand final in Tennant Creek at 
the return ticket cost of $55 for adults and $35 for children. People were required to pay cash on the 
Thursday before the football grand final. There were no tickets purchased and the bus did not go to the 
football grand final. However, on the Saturday morning community residents arranged for three buses 
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through Bush Bus to take community members to the grand final. While the Bush Bus service cost 
individuals $45 one way, the convenience of the Bush Bus service is that residents could pay for tickets 
using ‘book up’ or Centrelink pay deductions. This situation is further evidence of the debt cycles in 
which residents live, but also demonstrates their ability to organise and coordinate services. It is also a 
clear example of the mismatch between formal and informal decision-making processes operating in the 
community. 

In the week following the grand final, after some conflict about the use of the bus, ICC staff came to the 
community to remove the bus to the ICC yard at Tennant Creek. This decision was made between Council 
staff and the ICC, who determined that the bus would not return to the community until the community 
could work out suitable arrangements for the bus service. In subsequent weeks, there was little attempt to 
explain the circumstances of the removal of the bus to community residents by the ICC, or to support the 
development of management responsibilities for the bus service.  

Such a service is unlikely to work unless substantial effort is placed on developing a participatory 
approach that engages both representatives from the community and government staff, and allowing the 
development of rules and management of the bus service that are supported by both parties. 

 

5. Summary of findings 

Shared Responsibility Agreements were a relatively new way of delivering discretionary funding and 
services to remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. The working principle was that 
communities and individuals do something in return for the delivery of funding and government support. 
The Ali Curung SRA was a substantial investment of government funding; however, the working logistics 
of mutual obligations under these agreements were less than perfect in terms of tracking accountability 
and assessing outcomes. Among other things, and as Sullivan (2005: 7) pointed out with reference to 
SRAs, it was difficult to determine what funding was ‘discretionary’.  

In terms of the projects funded under the Ali Curung SRA, access to information provided through 
internet services is likely to be critical to improving education levels of the adult residents of Ali Curung, 
just as an art centre and a market garden could potentially provide critical employment for the largely 
under-employed Aboriginal population of the community. The lack of incorporation of effective business 
planning into all the Ali Curung SRA initiatives had a negative impact on the success of these services. 

Sullivan (2005: 9) argued that SRA projects could be ‘all carrot and no donkey’, having plenty of funds 
but no one to carry out the work. He cited similar projects such as crocodile farms, horticultural ventures 
and bull-catching plants that universally failed under the Commonwealth Department of Aboriginal 
Affairs due to inadequate business plans. Despite the significant amounts of funding provided by the 
Australian Government and NT government, the delivery of the services in the Ali Curung SRA was 
dependent on local employees who could negotiate the working arrangements and source ongoing or 
additional funding for each of the initiatives.  

The SRA’s attempt to include small business development without clear business planning appeared 
misguided. Addressing such a priority, which was arguably not even a priority for many of the residents of 
the Ali Curung community, would require substantial investments to overcome the social and cultural 
tensions that are inherent to the Ali Curung community. Arguably, community-owned business will not 
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work in places where kinship and family obligations are the priority and integral to any livelihoods. The 
work-ready program in Priority One of the SRA did little to address these tensions or to bolster the 
employment opportunities of residents. So, it is unlikely that a business plan detailing possible business 
opportunities and providing avenues for funding these businesses will successfully achieve the 
development of businesses that are owned by the residents in Ali Curung. 

The concept of the SRA in Ali Curung can be described as naïvely conceived, and this led to the 
problematic introduction of many of the initiatives; the bus and the market garden were two of the better 
examples. The idea that a poorly formulated contract may hold the community obligated to achieve certain 
(and often unrelated) sets of community behaviours in return for funding was flawed. The SRA was not a 
good substitute for other successful service delivery initiatives at Ali Curung. The SRA needed to better 
engage the community with skilled community development practitioners and mentors and, in doing so, 
achieve cultural change on community members’ terms and conditions. This is not to argue that the Ali 
Curung SRA was not well intended or that those working to achieve the priorities did not consider the 
community’s interests. However, taking lessons from the experience of previously successful programs, 
such as the Ali Curung Law and Justice program (NADRAC 2009: 81) would have improved the 
development and implementation of the SRA. 

Representation and participation are key ingredients in achieving effective service delivery outcomes, but 
they are rarely achieved without consideration of local practices and context. Ali Curung residents 
expressed the view that, in past initiatives, they had felt most involved when they had the ability to play a 
role in the decisions being made, and where their cultural decision-making practices and understanding 
were recognised and incorporated in participatory processes. In this sense, the SRA Steering committee 
and parts of the SRA were weakened because they did not effectively include Aboriginal people in the 
decision-making systems. Much of the planning and consultation process for the SRA had a laissez-faire 
or ad hoc quality, and the Steering Committee had only one Aboriginal person on it. The SRA 
representation structures were thus weak, which limited the participation of Aboriginal people in 
influencing the shape of the agreement, including their own community and individual obligations. Active 
engagement of the residents of Ali Curung in the SRA’s development, including consideration of the 
community’s cultural, economic and social structures, could have ensured that it was a more appropriate 
and successful contract for negotiating shared responsibility. 

 

6. Recommendations  

The evaluation highlighted a number of issues that led to the following recommendations for consideration 
by the parties to the SRA. The recommendations were given to Ali Curung residents, Government 
participants and the SRA Steering Committee for comment and action. Although the recommendations 
were welcomed and discussed by the parties, they were not amended or taken up. This was due in part to 
the problems with the SRA itself, and also to the major policy changes that occurred over the same period 
as the SRA implementation – including local government and housing reform driven by the NT 
Government, and the Northern Territory Emergency Response (the ‘Intervention’) driven by the 
Australian Government – which meant that these recommendations could not be pursued. 
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Recommendations for amending the Agreement 

1. That the parties to the SRA ensure that the Agreement is formulated with, and interpreted for, 
community members. 

2. That the SRA recognises resident staff at Ali Curung who play an essential coordinating role in 
delivering and managing the activities and services of the SRA. 

3. That the SRA Steering Committee work directly with residents of Ali Curung, including increasing 
participation of Ali Curung residents on the committee. 

4. That the signatory Departments to the SRA review their roles in ongoing support of the activities and 
priorities of the SRA and advise the Ali Curung community of the results of that review. 

5. That the community and individual obligations be reworked to more accurately reflect the values and 
commitments of the community.  

6. That SRA stakeholders, particularly signatories to the agreement, immediately address the actions 
under health, school attendance and post-primary engagement priorities of the SRA. 

7. That a review is undertaken of priorities and commitments in the SRA, considering the impacts of the 
changes to CDEP, the introduction of the NT Emergency Response and local government reform.  

8. That the ICC undertakes a review of actions required by Indigenous Small Business Fund (ISBF) for 
the delivery of business plans. 

 

Recommendations for the coordination of the SRA Steering Committee 

1. That the Steering Committee establish a schedule of monthly meetings for the life of the SRA. 

2. That agencies involved in the SRA share appropriate information and resources via regular meetings. 

3. That the Steering Committee include Aboriginal residents in the decision-making structures of the 
SRA. 

4. That the Steering Committee hold public forums to increase the feedback loops to the community 
about the progress of the SRA. 

5. That there is shared documentation of the planning and ongoing progress of the SRA to help alleviate 
the problem of loss of information caused by departmental and residential staff turnover. 

 

Recommendations for the Internet café 

1. That the residents of Ali Curung are given more information regarding costs and benefits to the Ali 
Curung community of controlling a separate incorporated organisation to run the internet service. 

2. Opportunities for future funding of the internet café under the Indigenous Business Australia  (IBA) 
initiatives of the Australian Government are considered. 
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3. That the internet café training be combined with training programs for CDEP and Work for the Dole 
participants (particularly those participants involved in Council office, school, art centre 
management, and clinic), in ways that build their capacity to undertake the jobs they are assigned. 

4. That a closer link between the school’s computer curriculum and internet café training is established. 

5. That stakeholders undertake a detailed analysis of the influence of changes (including local 
government reform and CDEP) on the viability of the internet café. 

 

Recommendations for the Market garden 

1. That ISBF completes the proposed business plan in consultation with Ali Curung stakeholders and 
includes the establishment of the position of farm manager and long-term employment opportunities 
for Ali Curung residents.  

2. That Centrefarm and Ali Curung residents establish a working group to open up clear communication 
lines. 

3. That the position of supervisor for the farm workers is established and that the position is ongoing, 
rather than using the limited skills available through CDEP. 

4. That participatory planning is coordinated with a group of selected Ali Curung men, who are most 
likely to work with the garden and farm, about the development of the market garden. 

 

Recommendations for the Art centre 

1. That there is an immediate review of the housing of the art centre and the children’s play group in one 
location, in consideration of some residents’ preference that these services are not co-located. 

2. That the written documentation of the SRA more accurately reflect the contributions that Ali Curung 
community members and residents are making to establish a successful art centre. 

3. That stakeholders investigate the effect of changes to CDEP and inform and advise the community of 
the options with regard to impact on the art centre. 

 

Recommendations for the Bus service 

1. That representatives from Ali Curung set up a committee to work with the ICC to establish a bus 
policy that is endorsed and supported by the Ali Curung community. 

2. That an Ali Curung Council staff member be given responsibility to mentor potential candidates for 
bus driver positions, including helping to organise training and obtaining a passenger bus licence. 

3. That a Business Plan is written for the bus service that takes into account and gives priority to local 
circumstances and changing governance structures of Ali Curung community. 
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Appendix 1: Ali Curung Shared Responsibility Agreement 
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Appendix 2: Draft Ali Curung Shared Responsibility Agreement, 
including financial obligations 
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