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Introduction: 

This short background paper describes a research project that aims to establish an Aboriginal owned and controlled carbon credits enterprise in SE Arnhem Land. This on-going project will both provide an income stream and assist the Aboriginal communities of this region to adapt to climate change. The study area, Southeast Arnhem Land, covers about 12,200 square kilometers to the north of the Roper River (see map below). There are two major Aboriginal settlements in this region, Ngukurr and Numbulwar (with populations of about 900 and 650 respectively) and a number of outstations or homeland centers, the latter with populations that vary from less than ten persons up to about 40 in the dry season. The region has a total Aboriginal population of fewer than 2,000 persons.

[image: image1.jpg]



This carbon capture enterprise project is intended to give the Aboriginal people of SE Arnhem Land the capacity to manage climate change and to create a sustainable enterprise that is consistent with their lifestyle, culture and social and occupational preferences. The paper outlines conundrums created by the “institutional” implications for the future of remote Aboriginal communities in northern (and central) Australia that arose out of the project and the resulting requirements for further research. These conundrums vitiate, or at least complicate, the development of an Aboriginal carbon credit enterprise in SE Arnhem Land.

Establishing a Southeast Arnhem Land carbon credits enterprise

This exercise was initiated in 2005 (while I was still a bureaucrat in the NT Government) and designed over a period of two years (2006/2007) dry season fieldwork. I have had an intermittent association with the Ngukurr community for nearly 30 years and am on close terms with some of the most senior males in the community. So the fieldwork was not constrained by a lack of trust but focused upon educating people on the possibilities of a carbon trading business.

The data upon which the SE Arnhem Land carbon credit enterprise was predicated was supplied by Felicity Watt, of the NT Bushfires Council, and used the same satellite monitoring system and vegetation assumptions pioneered by the West Arnhem Land Fire Abatement project (eg see Aldrick & Wilson 1992; Lynch & Wilson 1998; Meyer 2004). The WALFA project is essentially a regulatory grant program
. What I wanted to design was a market based instrument approach, which is less dependent upon governmental regulatory interventions and relies upon the incentive structure of the market. Theoretically it should be a project that has its own internal dynamic and so be more sustainable in the long term than most projects in Aboriginal communities. I will return to that point.

Data for fire patterns in SE Arnhem Land was collected for five years (2000-2004). Vegetation patterns were incorporated into the data to provide a bank of potential carbon savings (essentially through increasing early dry season fires and decreasing late dry season fires). The difference in fire intensity – and hence GHG emissions - between early and late fires, creates this potential carbon saving and hence the tradable credit. Depending both upon the price obtained for each tonne of verifiable carbon saved and the degree of efficiency in shifting from late dry season to early dry season burning, there is conservatively a potential annual income stream of between at least $400,000 and up to $1.5 million available to this “business”. The actual range could be greater by a factor of two.

Therefore a southeast Arnhem Land carbon credit trading corporation is both ecologically sustainable and economically viable, in the strict capitalist sense. But it is unlikely to happen, at least soon.

Why a sustainable, equitable and participatory carbon credits enterprise is not viable under contemporary institutional frameworks and hence why dramatic reforms in the institutional framework enveloping remote Aboriginal communities is required.

 Firstly, the difficulty of implementing this carbon trading scheme is not because of Aboriginal incapacity. The Aboriginal people of SE Arnhem Land know how to burn the country correctly. Incipient conflicts between various groups and the potential for overlapping claims to country (caused in part by intermarriage between groups and the recent increase in accessing rights to country through matrilineal descent lines) can be resolved with patient consultation over an extended period. Also there are plenty of people in these communities who could oversight the “business” elements of the enterprise. The problems with implementing the change in living arrangements implicitly involved in this proposal reside mainly with the structures and operation of government (and arguably these effects are worse than they were 20 years ago).  

So I would claim that the difficulties with implementing this proposal lies squarely with the methods and processes of governments.

The governmental factors inhibiting Aboriginal people living on country

There are basically two sets of issues here:

1. A centralizing spatial bias:

This reflects the primacy of equality-driven programs over difference-based programs, a phenomenon which has gained spectacular momentum over the past decade.  Equality means that Aborigines should have the same services as non-Aboriginal Australians (eg “mainstreaming”). Difference means that Aborigines should have programs that reflect their unique situation (as in the expansion of outstations in the 1980s or the Community Development Employment Program). 

Essentially this change is about systems of incentives that have evolved over the past 20 years and which discourage Aboriginal people from living in small family or clan groups on their home country and force/encourage them to live on large multi-group settlements. 

For example:

· The centralization of (very inadequate) educational opportunities that discourages families with children from living on outstations/homelands; and

· The central bias of many programs and infrastructure (eg sporting and other facilities)

In the study area of this project one of the two Outstation Resource Centers was abolished in the 1990s, making it very difficult for outstation residents to maintain themselves permanently on their homelands. The surviving centre, the Numbulwar Homelands Centre, has had its budget halved in real terms in the five years from 2002/03.

Even progressive governmental programs - in particular those associated with NRM or Aboriginal Land Management - ignore or undervalue Aboriginal cultural interests in country and so are of limited social sustainability. That is they assist Aboriginal people to look after their country but not necessarily to live on that country. So the Aboriginal people remain dependent upon government for the funding to carry out their conservation and land management activities. That dependence is a fragile framework for the future. It makes Aboriginal adaptation to climate change dependent upon continuation and expansion of current government programs, something that the past history of constantly changing programs in Aboriginal settlements suggests is at best uncertain.  

2. The incapacity of government

This is an equally serious charge against governments of all persuasions. It has several interconnected elements which I will summarise here but do not here have the time to elaborate upon:

· The New Public Management (NPM) and the incentive structures created by program budgeting versus effective fused service delivery (Gerritsen 2000).   Imposed “coordination”, via a central or lead agency, will not solve this problem.

· Related to the effects of NPM, the absence of long term and programmatically consistent funding. Programs come and go with bewildering rapidity and inevitable ineffectiveness. For example, training is frequently if not mostly provided for jobs that do not exist.

· Credentialism vs para-professionalism, which limits service delivery options (this affects nearly all services but particularly medical services) and means inadequate levels of services are inevitable (eg because of the shortage of doctors in remote Aboriginal Australia). This factor also inhibits the search for technological solutions to service delivery to remote communities.

· The change in “whitefella” socio-economic expectations. This creates high staff turnover in the schools, medical clinics and other service agencies on Aboriginal settlements. This turnover is inimical both to Aboriginal modes of operating with “whitefellas” (which depend upon long term and close relations with individuals) and means that government service agencies have little historical memory or policy continuity. It means excessively high transaction costs for “whitefella” staff (Johnston & Romzek 2008).

· Inadequate resources, a particular Northern Territory problem though endemic even in Federal Government programs (as demonstrated by the Wadeye Council of Australian Governments trial). Programs such as Land and Sea Rangers, Indigenous Protected Areas conservation programs, etc. – to say nothing of housing, education and health (eg the inadequate medicare based funding in the Territory) are all under-funded relative to need. Sexual abuse of Aboriginal children, the trigger for the 2007 Federal intervention in the Northern Territory, is a case in point. Between 2001/02 and 2005/06 notifications of abuse cases to the Territory government almost doubled to nearly 3,000 in the latter year. In that time investigations plateaued at 1,000 for the last three years of the sample (NTG 2007). The department of Family and Community Services did not have the resources to respond adequately to demand.

Arising out of the research I conducted during this carbon credits project I have now begun an investigation of the means to rectify the systems of perverse incentives created by the relationship between government and remote Aboriginal settlements. 

Solutions: predicated on difference and (Rawlesian) equity (not uniform equality).

National and sub-national policy makers need to understand the peculiar, dual economy of remote Australia and the particular socio-cultural imperatives of Aboriginal people. Notwithstanding over a century of contact with and control by mainstream “whitefella” Australia – the Aborigines of SE Arnhem Land are still largely a “traditional” people and motivated by different incentives (eg the centrality of intra-group reciprocity versus western individualism) than is the mainstream society.

Changing the current system of interaction between governments and Aboriginal people involves the following elements: 

· Voluntary de-nucleation

Despite being called communities, the major settlements of SE Arnhem Land are riven by internal social tensions that contribute to social dysfunction, substance abuse, morbidity and psychological problems. These phenomena do not occur to anywhere near the same extent on small family or clan-based outstations and homeland centers. Governments need to reverse nearly two decades of declining support for so-called “uneconomic” small, scattered Aboriginal settlement patterns.

· Changing service delivery

The imperatives of fiscal neo-liberalism create service provider centralization (Gerritsen  Cheshire & Lawrence 2005) and a service delivery bias towards mainstream style uniformity. Thus, for example, social welfare “breaching” rules disadvantage Aborigines more than they do people in mainstream Australian society. Service delivery silos also need to be integrated into fused service systems that recognize Aboriginal society – and in particular families - as different and remove the perverse incentives for program managers to not account for positive externalities created by coordinated services.

· A unique interaction with the mainstream economy (the “multiplex” economy). 

The Aboriginal people of SE Arnhem Land are isolated from the mainstream capitalist economy and have few options to join that economy. So a new conception of the economy is required, one that recognizes different activities – such as operating a carbon credit business through traditional burning of country – as being worthwhile of support. 

· Recognition of Aboriginal life cycle, work attitudes and related societal phenomena

Australian governments and society have to both recognize that Aboriginal cultures are different and to recognize that that difference needs to be incorporated into the governmental processes of dealing with these communities.

· Catch-up and appropriate education

Currently the failure of education services - as measured by conventional benchmarks of numeracy and literacy - to Aborigines is being blamed on a lack of Aboriginal participation. The design and appropriateness of education services to the Aboriginal social and economic situation is less questioned. This complex question needs root-and-branch reevaluation.

· Supported Aboriginal governance

Currently the Territory Government is engaged in large scale forced amalgamations of Aboriginal Community Government Councils. This will reduce local Aboriginal governance. The alleged failure of Aboriginal Community Government Councils, which is the impetus for these amalgamations, is partly because they are under-resourced. This factor is primarily related to the Commonwealth’s 1995 Financial Assistance Grants (Local Government) Act, which distributes aid to local government on a national per capita basis. This means that Northern Territory Aboriginal Councils receive not even one seventh the level of grants they would receive under the system of horizontal fiscal equalization that applies to Federal general purpose grants to the States and Territories. 

Conclusion

If the Aboriginal people of SE Arnhem Land are to be able to adaptively and sustainably combat impending climate change through their traditional processes of managing country, they need to have mechanisms – such as access to carbon credit trading – that enhance their capacity to manage their own affairs. At present governments at all levels are unwittingly the major obstacles to achieving that objective.
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