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Photo by Pru Gell: Town camp residents speaking at a rally against the threatened Commonwealth acquisition of Alice Springs town camps, Alice Springs, May 2009.   
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Introduction to Tangentyere Council 

Source: www.tangentyere.org.au 

Tangentyere Council is the major service delivery agency for the 18 Housing Associations known as ‘town 
camps’ in Alice Springs. Tangentyere Council began operating in the early 1970s and was first incorporated in 
1979. 

Tangentyere Council was established to assist Aboriginal people to gain some form of legal tenure of the land 
they were living on in order to obtain essential services and housing. There are now 16 town camps on special 
purpose leases. The two housing associations that still have no security of tenure cannot access any 
government funding for housing and infrastructure so they live in tin sheds with no running water and no power. 

There are approximately 1,600 - 2,000 town camp residents, plus many visitors from remote communities. The 
overall population may increase to as much as 3,500 people during football tournaments and other special 
events. 

Each Town Camp comprises a largely distinct Indigenous community based on language and kinship groups. 
The majority of Town Camps have Arrente residents, who are the traditional owners of Alice Springs and its 
immediate surrounds. A number of Town Camps have residents belonging to other language groups, whose 
traditional lands are further from Alice Springs, but who have moved to Alice Springs over a period of time for 
various reasons. Town Camp residents often have strong links with remote communities and there is 
substantial mobility between bush and town. 

While Town Camps are located in Alice Springs, residents are often culturally and linguistically isolated from the 
services available in town. Provision of services by Tangentyere Council, often in partnership with government 
and other non government organisations, means that town camps residents have access to services which they 
would otherwise miss out on. 

Today, Tangentyere Council manages 198 houses on the town camps. In addition to housing and related 
services, Tangentyere Council runs a range of family and youth services, a night patrol, day patrol and youth 
patrol, a research hub, an art centre, an aged and community care program, a community banking facility and 
five not for profit enterprises. 

Tangentyere also provides some programs to remote area communities such as inhalant substance and youth 
initiatives, and Return To Country program. Tangentyere recognizes that the support of remote area 
communities reduces the impact on Alice Springs and town camp communities. 

While there has been an undeniable improvement in town camp conditions - from illegal squatters to land 
tenure, from humpies and bits of tin to houses, the living standards of town camp residents remain 
unacceptably low. Overcrowded housing and poor levels of education and health are common. 

Town Camp residents have been tenacious in their determination to stay on their own place. However, the right 
to have a say in their own lives is still one which town campers must constantly assert. 
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Brief history of recent housing and lease negotiations 

Source: www.tangentyere.org.au and the National Indigenous Times 

2007 
- Liberal Minister for Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, Mal Brough, offers Tangentyere 
Council $50 million dollars to upgrade housing and essential services in town camps in return for town camp 
housing associations giving up their leaseholds over the town camps with no sub leasing options back to 
housing associations, thus precluding their input into the running of their own community housing. 
- Tangentyere Executive holds a Special General Meeting in Todd Mall to discuss the proposal, to hear directly 
from government and to make the debate open to public observation. 

- Minister Brough states that the funding is dependent on housing associations sub leasing their housing to the 
NT government for 99 years, without conditions. 

- After many meetings, briefings, legal advice and counter proposals, Tangentyere Executive votes against 
accepting the Minister’s offer. The Housing Associations’ decision was based on wanting to keep the land that 
had been home to several generations and wanting to maintain a strong role in the management of their own 
housing, which did not appear to be acceptable to Minister Brough. 

- Then shadow Indigenous Affairs Minister Jenny Macklin condemns Brough’s ultimatum: 

“One of the reasons the town camp people did not sign up [to the offer from Mal Brough] was that the deal 
included one non-negotiable term - that they relinquish housing management to the Northern Territory 
government… We understand the need and the desire for economic development and empowerment in 
Australia's remote regions, working with Indigenous people, not taking away hard-won land rights." 

- The Federal Government passes Northern Territory Emergency Response legislation, which takes out a 
compulsory 5-year lease over all town camps, making them “prescribed areas”. 

2008 
- Minister Indigenous Affairs, Jenny Macklin, offers $50 Million for housing and infrastructure with a sublease of 
40 years to the Australian Government, with a commitment to involving Tangentyere Council and Housing 
Associations in the management of housing. 
- The Housing Associations agree to negotiate further within these parameters. 

- $5.3 Million is made available immediately for urgent upgrades. 

- The new Labor government announces its commitment to the “Strategic Indigenous Housing and 
Infrastructure Program” (SIHIP) for NT Indigenous communities. Under SIHIP, communities are denied new 
housing until they sign control of township land over to the government for between 40 and 90 years. Only 16 
communities are offered any new housing under SIHIP, along with the town camps in major population centres 
like Alice Springs and Darwin. 

2009 
- The full council of Central Land Council passes a motion against the government’s “no lease no house” policy. 
- Minister Jenny Macklin makes it clear that any lease over the Alice Springs town camps will include transferal 
of tenancy management to Territory Housing, the mainstream public housing agency. 

- Town camp housing associations and the Tangentyere council pass resolutions against a deal on these terms. 
Executive Director William Tilmouth explains the decision on CAAMA radio: “What will happen to people living 
in tin sheds? Those 70 tin sheds will be bulldozed and I don’t think they’ll be building 70 new houses.” 
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“NT Housing management create a lot of homelessness through failed tenancies in urban housing and the 
people always come and live on town camps, that’s their fallback position… if you get evicted from a town camp 
the only fallback position is back into the scrub, from whence you came.” 

- Minister Macklin announces a further $50 million for housing infrastructure and upgrades if town campers sign 
over their land 

- Minister Macklin announces that unless Tangentyere sign a lease on the governments terms, town camp land 
and housing will be compulsorily acquired by the Commonwealth, under s.47(1) of the Northern Territory 
Emergency Response legislation. The deadline set by the Minister is finalised at August 4. 

- Documents leaked from the Minister Macklin’s department demonstrate a strategy of denying town camp 
residents formal consultative mechanisms to discuss compulsory acquisition. It also demonstrates knowledge 
that the acquisition would breach the Racial Discrimination Act. 
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Concerns of town camp residents about the Territory Housing 
takeover 
 
Source: Intervention Rollback Action Group in Alice Springs. 
 
Town Camp residents have consistently raised objection to the transferral of housing management from the 
Tangentyere Council to the ‘mainstream’ Northern Territory public housing office, Territory Housing. Despite 
this, the Federal Government has insisted on the inclusion of this provision in a long term lease negotiated with 
Tangentyere. 
 
The following document outlines the reasons why town camp residents are so opposed to any Territory housing 
takeover. These concerns mainly arise from either direct experience of Territory Housing management, or the 
experiences of family and friends who have stayed in urban public housing. The document was prepared by the 
Intervention Rollback Action Group in Alice Springs. 
 
Comments by Alice Springs town camp residents recorded during the period 4-8 June 2009  
 
Re: Town camp residents’ experiences of Territory Housing and the kind of body that they would like to have 
controlling their housing. 
 

1. List of reasons why people are evicted from Territory Housing properties  
• Making fires 
• Having family come and stay 
• Racism – on the part of neighbours who make complaints or make petitions for eviction. 
• Not paying rent 
• Unknown reasons (people are evicted but yet not aware of why) 

 
 

2. Anecdotes by town camp residents about their experiences of Territory Housing and reasons why they 
have concerns about Territory Housing having control of their housing 

 
Territory Housing does not understand our cultural needs 
Territory Housing don’t understand us, don’t understand our cultural needs (for example having a fire, family 
coming to stay and sorry camp^) that’s the way we live. 
If we came under TH they’d be on our backs.  We’d feel uncomfortable.  At the moment we’re all living free, free 
in spirit. 
Territory Housing is hard on old people. They want to live their way, our way, outside, where we can make fires. 
 
^ More details on these points are provided below 
 
Making fires in the yard to cook food  
We go out and catch some bush tucker and cook it up. It’s good for us for us to do that, and it’s good food. 
Territory Housing didn’t allow people to make a fire, but it’s good for us to eat our food, like kangaroo tail and 
cook it our way. 
We need to maintain control over cooking malu (kangaroo) in our back yard.* 
 
Making fires in the yard to gather around   
Sitting by a fire is our cultural way. 
If the power cuts out we light a fire then the fire brigade comes over and hoses it. Then Territory Housing come 
and interrogates us. 
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Gathering outside 
We prefer sitting outside, it’s what we’ve always done. We sit outside, whereas white people sit inside so they 
see us outside and judge us, think we’re doing something wrong, but it’s not wrong it’s just different. Just 
because we’re outside they think we’re noisier.  Some people are noisy but that’s not everyone. 
 
Having family come and stay 
It will cause conflict amongst families, Territory Housing rules that make us turn family away, will cause 
arguments in families. 
If Territory Housing is managing town camps that will cause fights between families because they don’t let us 
have our family come and stay and our family will get upset because they’ll think that we don’t want them to 
stay, but it’s just Territory Housing that stops them being able to stay with us. We have cultural obligations to 
care and look after family.  
There are a number of reasons that family come (from their homes in remote communities) into town and stay 
with family. They come in for shopping, visiting family in hospital, visiting family who are in town because they 
have to be on dialysis (etc). They need somewhere to stay. It’s good for family to get together. If they stay with 
someone who lives in a Territory Housing place that person gets kicked out.  
People who are on dialysis live in town, because they have to, have family come and visit, then they get in 
trouble from Territory Housing. 
Since the Intervention even more people are coming into town. Sometimes they stay in town too long, at their 
family’s house, but sometimes it’s because people get stuck in town. Some get stuck because they don’t have 
the money to get home and then they need someone to stay in town. 
 
Sorry camp 
It’s important to us, everyone has to come. People come in from lots of places, they need to be there and they 
need to stay with their family in town. Sorry camp is a cultural obligation. When people come into town they 
need somewhere to stay, they have to stay with family. To not have a proper sorry camp, where family come 
and stay together, that would be wrong, not right. 
 
Homelessness 
If Territory Housing manages our town camps they’ll evict (kick) people out of our houses like Territory Housing 
does in town. Territory Housing will evict people for the things that they do for people who live in town (out of 
the town camps) and where will people go then? People will be homeless, they’ll have nowhere to go. They’ll 
only be able to sleep in the riverbed, young and old people. Homeless.  
Almost every Aboriginal person who now lives on a town camp has been evicted from a Territory Housing 
property at some point in time. Everyone has been kicked out.  
 
Complaints from non-Aboriginal neighbours 
White people are racist they don’t like us, we live differently. White people make petitions to say they don’t want 
us Aboriginal living near them and then Territory Housing listens to them and then our people get evicted. Then 
they come back to town camps. 
After waiting for a long time to get a Territory Housing place I was kicked out after only 3 days. I was never told 
why. Maybe because we sat outside, that’s our way, and the white neighbours didn’t want us to be there. We 
weren’t making any noise, just sitting outside painting. 
 
Can’t have things that we want  
Come and take away cars that we’re waiting to fix up without our authority. 
 
Safety 
We know we’re safe on the town camp, we’re all together. We can see who’s coming and going, we all see 
what’s going on here. 
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We have big spaces where we live now, unlike in Territory Housing places in the suburbs where you’re next to 
the roads. Here our kids can run around and be safe, where family has an eye on them. 
 
Loss of control 
If we go with Territory Housing it will be lockdown for everybody.   
We will lose control over all our houses, and open spaces. This is about taking us back 40years to 1967; to take 
our control away. This is not empowering us, as a group this is not taking us forward. The money will not 
improve our well being.* 
This is about taking our self esteem away, control of our community.* 
This is the only place we control; we don’t want to give that up.* 
This is my grandfather’s place, our old people fought for this land.* 
 
 

3. Comments on what kind of body town camp residents would like to managing their camps   
• We want our housing looked after by the Central Australian Affordable Housing Company (CAAHC). 
• One with lots of Aboriginal people. 
• A body that has a majority of Aboriginal people from town camps on it.  
• We want body that is made up of Aboriginal people who understand our way, cultural ways. 
• The group that makes decisions for how our town camps are controlled should have someone from 

every town camp on it. 
• We’d like Tangentyere to manage our town camps, they understand us. 
• Tangentyere haven’t been given the proper money that they need to look after town camps properly. 

The government should give Tangentyere the proper amount of money that’s required.  
• We want the government to endorse the Central Australian Affordable Housing Company (CAAHC) to 

substitute Territory housing on management of housing.* 
• I don’t want Territory Housing having control of our housing.* 

 
* Comments are from Tangentyere Council’s All Camps Resolution document 
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The other side of the Alice 

Source: Sydney Morning Herald, August 21, 2007  

Federal intervention is the latest blow to an indigenous aid group, write Debra Jopson and Joel Gibson. 

Amatjiraa camp is one kilometre west of Anzac Hill in Alice Springs, but the tourists who climb the hill to watch the sun set 
over the rust-red MacDonnell Ranges cannot see the seven tin sheds which house 30 descendant of the famous artist 
Albert Namatjira. 

Enjoying the golden afterglow as the sun disappears, they cannot know that just below their gaze is a small group who 
have only camp fires to cook and to warm themselves in the sub-zero nights. 

The homes of these Arrernte families who have squatted on a modest chunk of Crown land known as Namatjira camp for 
more than half a century are completely unserviced by governments, which want them off the land. 

Tangentyere Council, the only organisation to have provided these people with any comforts - the tin sheds, four solar 
panels, water piped from a neighbouring camp, two shower blocks, two pit toilets and one washing machine - has 
struggled for years on inadequate funding. Now, it is about to be emasculated by Federal Government cuts. 

There are two Alice Springs existing in parallel universes, says David Donald, the housing manager for the Aboriginal-run 
Tangentyere, which services 

21 town camps where traditional Arrernte owners and a diaspora from outlying lands have settled. 

The tourists and most of the 19,000 non-Aboriginal town residents sleep in comfort at night. 

At Whitegate camp, about two kilometres east of Anzac Hill, 60 souls live in sheds. Like Namatjira camp, it is Crown land 
on which the Arrernte traditional owners have the legal status of squatters and therefore cannot be provided with houses. 
They have no electricity and their water supply from a neighbouring camp is beset by leaks. 

At the other 19 town camps, where residents have won leases, there are just 204 houses ranging from brand-new 
cottages to worn-out wrecks. That is for 2000 people, usually swelled to 3000 by visitors; an average of 15 people per 
house. In some, there are 30. 

Those who live outside this Aboriginal universe have their garbage collected by Alice Springs Town Council. Only 
Tangentyere will take the camp rubbish, in its two rickety trucks. 

Australia Post delivers mail to the rest of the town. But there are no deliveries to the 21 town camps which Tangentyere 
services. They have one postcode - 8070 - and residents pick up their mail from the Tangentyere offices on the Alice 
industrial estate. 

Over a week spent with Tangentyere managers and workers, the Herald found an aid organisation which daily negotiates 
the frontier between Western cultural values and those straight out of the desert, while struggling to get enough federal 
and Northern Territory Aboriginal dollars to provide services to people in extreme poverty that most other Australians get 
as a matter of course. 

Tangentyere fixes the taps, patrols the camps to pick up drunks and avert violence, feeds and washes the old people, 
runs a safe house for children, and markets the work of artists. It runs a Westpac bank where those residents known as 
"marksmen", because they can only sign their name with an X, can withdraw their pension money. 

Eighty-five per cent of the staff are Aborigines, who between them speak the eight Central Australian indigenous 
languages. Tangentyere's housing people know that when someone dies, the family must move out. They know to design 
homes around "avoidance" relationships so that mothers-in-law and sons-in-law do not have to enter and leave through 
the same room. 

They understand the intricacies of kinship and the politics of payback, as well as the ways of hunting and gathering funds 



Background to the threatened Commonwealth acquisition of Alice Springs town camps 

    9 

 

from Canberra and Darwin. 

It is a shareholder in Centrecorp, an Aboriginal company which owns local businesses, but receives no money from that, 
says Tangentyere's finance manager, Patrick McDonald. 

Tangentyere Council is a grant-in-aid organisation. Over 12 months, it gets about 100 grants from 30 funding bodies and 
deals with 22 different federal and territory departments, says its senior accountant, Roz Marden. Last financial year, it got 
a total of about $12 million, mainly from the Federal and Territory governments. 

This is simply not enough to fix infrastructure which a taskforce that included representatives from these two governments 
last year described as "inadequate, of variable quality and nearing the end of its serviceable life". 

Long before any army boots hit the ground in the Federal Government's intervention in the Northern Territory, 
Tangentyere was denied resources to tackle the enormous need in its communities, the Herald has found. 

Like numerous other Aboriginal organisations across the country, Tangentyere has had to cobble together piecemeal, 
short-term and inadequate government funding to provide its clients with basic services. 

"It's a case of chronic underfunding for a decade or so," McDonald says. 

"I'd say the people of the town camps have put up with 10 years of under-performance and the living conditions are 
appalling. Anyone who sees it would have to ask where the money has gone and what is being provided in that period of 
time. It certainly hasn't met the lease requirements," the federal Indigenous Affairs minister, Mal Brough, said. 

The parallel universes of Alice Springs, which services 260 far-flung Aboriginal communities, are especially stark. But they 
are repeated across the nation, where money the Federal Government says it is spending simply does not get to remote 
indigenous Australia. Nor are other levels of government performing well. 

And life just got much harder. Tangentyere is set to lose a third of its grant money when the Federal Government ditches 
the Communities Development Employment Projects next month. 

CDEP represents wages of almost $3 million and program management fees of about $1 million, McDonald says. 

The funding for Tangentyere's three most senior managers, including its executive director, William Tilmouth, also ends 
next month and has not been renewed. Other funding is on hold or has been cut to six months. The future of its 187 full-
time staff and 200 CDEP participants is in the balance. 

Brough agreed Tangentyere would lose one-third of its budget when CDEP ended. "But what's it for? The money is there 
to actually create jobs," he said. This is what replacement schemes would do. 

An elected Tangentyere executive member, kumanjai Okai, 38, who lives at Little Sisters camp, is concerned that if, as 
expected, the Federal Government uses its new powers to take over the camp leases, it is likely Tangentyere's tenants 
will have to rent territory public housing, with its tough eviction policy. 

"In territory housing you cannot have a fire and cook kangaroo tail. They say, 'What are you doing? You cook kangaroo 
tail', and they kick you out," she says. 

No one, including Okai, shies away from discussing the devastating effects of alcohol in the camps. Black and white, Alice 
Springs floats on booze, available at the corner store. 

Okai is an artist who lives on a sickness benefit. Like most of the sober people in the camps, she holds her family 
together. Eight years ago, long before the Federal Government decided to "quarantine" half of indigenous welfare 
payments so food money would not be spent on gambling and booze, she persuaded the executive to introduce voluntary 
food vouchers of up to $100, redeemable at the local supermarket. 

Because it is considered wrong to say "no" to a family in need, "humbugging" - or begging - is rife and sober non-
gamblers can lose their pension to pestering relatives. The food vouchers were introduced because of her concern that 
people left penniless "were walking up to the dump and picking up rubbish and taking it to the creek and eating it". 
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Okai locks food in a tuckerbox so people cannot raid it. 

The taskforce investigating the town camps last year observed that Tangentyere copped the flak for the massive social 
problems in Alice Springs. This view reflected a failure to appreciate the enormity of the issues, the long-term inertia in 
providing services and the effect of a highly mobile indigenous population, its report said. 

Ten years ago, Tangentyere had to cut social services and capital works in town camps when the Federal Government 
slashed funds from the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander budget. 

Now the Government has responded to revelations of a high level of violence in Alice by moving to gut Tangentyere. 

"We will no longer throw good money after bad into a bottomless pit that ends up achieving nothing," Brough told ABC 
radio. 

But without Tangentyere it is possible Australia's shame would be even greater. To service Namatjira camp, Tangentyere 
squeezed money from budgets for the other camps. David Donald is frank as he shows the Herald its dusty facilities. "All 
this infrastructure is unfunded. That's why it's as crappy as it looks." 

In these appalling conditions, most of the murder and mayhem for which Alice has become famous is black-on-black, 
while tackling child abuse is tough when 30 people share three bedrooms. 

Relatives who visit from the bush for medical help, business or even a footy match often get stranded because there is no 
transport. Under Aboriginal kinship obligations, the town campers must share with them. However, despite the stereotype, 
most families would prefer their own home. 

But a Tangentyere program which ran for five years and helped 1900 people return to their bush settlements was cut last 
year because the Northern Territory Government said it fell outside the guidelines of the Alcohol and Other Drugs 
Program. 

The $20,000 in emergency relief Tangentyere got from the federal Department of Indigenous Affairs last year was slashed 
to $14,481 this financial year. The money was dished out $30 at a time for single people, $40 for couples and $80 for 
families. Often it was simply spent on a blanket. What does the shortfall mean? 

"We will not be able to feed hungry people," said the social services manager, Catriona Elek. 

In March next year, territory government funding will run out for Tangentyere's Safe Families project, which has a refuge 
for children aged from seven to 14, with six beds and an all-Aboriginal staff. 

For children from torrid households, it is a respite where they learn about another life. "They have showers and eat 
properly. We teach them: you have got to change your pyjamas, and basic things like washing your hands when you go to 
the toilet," says the assistant co-ordinator, Geraldine Stewart. 

But money workers used to buy shoes for children who had none or to replace worn-out clothes has run out. Marg Reilly, 
Tangentyere's social justice unit co-ordinator, says: "It's stop-start all the time. You are continually losing momentum and 
there are critical concerns you are not delivering consistently. It's an unfair situation." 

Unfairness is not likely to lift with the federal intervention, which finally led to most of the town camps being declared dry. It 
could have a shattering effect on the two that are worst off. 

Whitegate and Namatjira may have to endure an influx of drinkers because both are outside the dry zone. 

They have just one thing going for them. They will not lose their land, unlike the other camps with leases. 

"They have got nothing so they are not losing anything," says David Donald. 
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Leaked advice reveals Rudd government's deceit on NT 
Intervention consultations and Alice Springs town camps land 
grab 
 
Source: National Indigenous Times, July 6, 2009 
Thursday, 25 June 2009 
By Chris Graham 
 
Jenny Macklin was advised by her department against formally consulting with Aboriginal people over the 
compulsory acquisition of their land because it would be too expensive, tie up too many resources, and was 
unlikely to get the outcome the government wanted, leaked documents reveal. 
 
The explosive revelations are contained in a suite of sensitive government documents, including private 
briefings from the Department of Families, Housing, Communities and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) to the 
minister, copies of which have been obtained by the National Indigenous Times. 
 
They reveal the Minister for Indigenous Affairs has deceived Aboriginal people over the current Northern 
Territory intervention consultations, and the government's moves to compulsorily acquire the Alice Springs town 
camps. 
 
The advice was 'read, agreed and noted' by Macklin on March 26, just one week before her government 
endorsed the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 
 
Some of the documents centre around the Northern Territory intervention legislation, and a much-publicised 
promise by Macklin to amend the controversial laws to make them comply with the Racial Discrimination Act 
(RDA). The NT intervention legislation remains the only Commonwealth law currently exempt from the RDA, 
allowing a host of racially discriminatory actions by government including the compulsory acquisition of 
Aboriginal land for five years. 
 
At the time, the federal government said it was compulsorily acquiring the land to prevent any delay in the 
provision of housing services to NT Aboriginal communities. But ironically, two years on the government has still 
not constructed a single home for an Aboriginal family. 
 
Macklin's deceit also centres around the Tangentyere Council, which holds a lease over the 16 Alice Springs 
town camps. 
 
The Rudd government had demanded a five-year lease over the town camps in exchange for $125 million worth 
of upgrades to homes and infrastructure. But Tangentyere rejected the proposal, saying it didn't trust 
government to properly deliver housing for Aboriginal people. 
 
In response, Jenny Macklin announced last month that the government would simply compulsorily acquire the 
town camps, using the NT emergency intervention legislation. 
 
The leaked documents reveal that: 
 
• The Minister was warned in March this year that if she reinstated the Racial Discrimination Act to the NT 
intervention legislation, there was a "significant risk" the compulsory acquisition of Aboriginal land for five years 
would not survive a court challenge. 
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• Macklin was warned by her department against creating any "formal consultative" process on compulsory land 
acquisition because it would be very expensive, might not "sufficiently strengthen" the government's legal 
position in the event of a court challenge, and was unlikely to get the outcome the government required - 
"informed consent". Instead, the official recommends an "informal consultative process on land use approvals 
which goes some way to providing a consultative mechanism". 
 
• The government's current round of consultations with people affected by the NT intervention are aimed, at 
least in part, at building a better legal case in the event the government is challenged in court. Macklin's 
department warns: “[The Australian Government Solicitors] have advised that the addition of [some minor 
legislative amendments to the NTER Act] will reduce the risk that a court will find the five-year leases not 
compliant with the RDA. They also note that depending upon the process of consultation during the RDA 
consultations, this risk may be further reduced.” 
 
• Even if it brings in a range of “legislative and administrative measures”, the government still runs a “moderate 
to high risk” of losing a court challenge to the five-year leases. 
 
• The minister is waiting until the eve of legislation reinstating the RDA (due by September or October 2009) to 
decide whether or not to axe the five-year leases, or go to court and try and make a case that they comply with 
the Racial Discrimination Act. 
 
• Before she does, Macklin is planning to compulsorily acquire the Alice Springs town camps. That's despite the 
government promising earlier this year no further land would be compulsorily acquired, and despite signing the 
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples just a week after receiving the departmental advice. It's 
also despite Australia being a signatory to the Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of Racism, which 
expressly prohibits the forced resumption of Aboriginal land without informed consent. 
 
The National Indigenous Times asked the Minister's office on Friday whether it was expediting the compulsory 
acquisition of the town camps via the intervention legislation to take advantage of the RDA exemptions, and if 
so, how this fit with Labor's promises to Aboriginal people and the United Nations. 
 
Macklin issued the following written response: "The possible acquisition of the town camps would occur under 
the NTER legislation and is aimed at benefiting the town camp residents. 
 
"We are still hopeful that Tangentyere will accept our offer.  
 
"The potential acquisition of the Alice Springs town camps follows a year of intense negotiation, major 
government concessions and the allocation of $100 million for infrastructure and housing and is still subject to a 
60-day notice period in which all views are sought and will be considered. 
 
"The proposed action in relation to the town camps is solely for the purposes of protecting vulnerable women 
and children, benefiting the residents and facilitating substantial upgrades to housing and infrastructure in the 
town camps." 
 
Executive Director of Tangentyere Council, William Tilmouth told NIT his organisation would not accept the deal 
currently on offer from the federal government. 


