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Financial scandals are inevitable unless the faultline between black and 
white can be bridged, writes Gillian Cowlishaw. 

SCANDALS about the misuse of funds in Aboriginal organisations have emerged 
regularly since the early days of the self-determination policy. Many believed 
indigenous organisations were "set up to fail" no training was provided and 
guidelines for spending money were unclear or absent. 

For instance, if a member's electricity was about to be cut off, surely the Land 
Council could pay the bill? But could the Aboriginal Medical Service use their car to 
take old people out fishing, or buy jumpers for the football team? And was it really 
wrong to appoint one's relatives to jobs as wealthy white Australians do?  

A close-knit community will always find difficulties in the necessity for the 
impersonal and rule-based mode of operating that we know as bureaucracy. Frail 
new Aboriginal organisations were funded in the early 1970s in an attempt to 
overcome the severe inequalities evident in housing, education, health and legal 
status, and I believe a new "protection policy" emerged. White bureaucrats were 
trying to make community organisations work among a people with no experience, 
little education and no knowledge of legal requirements. 

Rorting and illegality are familiar in all organisations governmental and commercial. 
But a feigned or nervous respect for "the Aboriginal way" or "culture" can invite the 
corruption of organisations. Further, the desire to protect Aboriginal people 
conceals, I believe, a more obsequious, fearful and alienating desire to help the 
oppressed without seeking to know them. The unfettered desire to do good can be 
another form of neglect, a refusal to relate, an expression of continuing Aboriginal 
marginalisation. 

In some communities the honest majority of Aboriginal people appear to be hostage 
to the more opportunistic, incompetent or unscrupulous members. Protection may 
be enhanced by indigenous spokespeople who stand before the community claiming 
representative status. Bureaucrats and the media often believe they have a real 
knowledge of communities through one or two spokespersons. Of one such 
"representative", one black person said, "If I hear X say, `I want to help my people' 
again I'll throw up." 

It was a form of protectionism which led to the trashing of the Community 
Development and Education Program (CDEP) in Bourke which had been flourishing 
in 1998. Small business ventures were established: lawn mowing, cotton chipping, 
window mending and furniture making. A large nursery was built and equipped, with 
workers training in horticulture, and some commercial contracts established to 
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supply trees to farmers. Art classes encouraged talents of young and old and many 
people had become engaged in projects. There was a busy, cheerful atmosphere, and 
a waiting list. But there were also rivalries and accusations, unskilled and 
inexperienced staff, populist management, misuse of resources, and appeals for 
outside help which apparently went unheard until finally there was a withdrawal of 
funds, termination of management, a lockout, and fury and violence destroyed the 
yards and equipment in September. 

There is rage and desperation among my friends in Bourke who have seen 
organisations riven by conflict while funding bodies apparently turn their gaze aside. 
These issues are not amenable to simple, moralising solutions. We cling to the notion 
that those we want to help, the victims of history, are virtuous and innocent. But it is 
surely not surprising to find that people who have been wounded by long-standing 
injustice, and are subject to the rural decline and government dependency, 
sometimes act out of desperation, rage or hatred. This is not to excuse, but to 
recognise the real relationship between the races. 

 
Noel Pearson's discomforting criticism of progressivists demands honest engagement 
rather than fear of Aboriginal people who cannot be questioned, held accountable or 
treated as equals. The Australian frontier, where white and black people interact, has 
always been a discomforting, tense and conflict-ridden arena which must be 
understood before Aboriginal people can become an organic part of the nation. 
 
Gillian Cowlishaw is an anthropologist and senior research fellow at UTS. She 
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