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INDIGENOUS 
POVERTY IS FAR FROM 

BEING HISTORY
Jon Altman*

17 October 2018 was 
the United Nations 
International Day for the 
Eradication of  Poverty. 
In this article I want to 
comment on the situation 
today for Indigenous 
Australians using the 
Sustainable Development 
Goals as the lens to frame 
my discussion.

I do so because the Australian 
government recently released its 
first Voluntary National Review on 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development. The Report on the 
Implementation of the Sustainable 
Development Goals showcases 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples in 13 of the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) that 
Australia has committed to address. 
At the outset, the report refers 
specifically to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples who 
comprise 3 per cent of the Australian 
population, noting that while there 

is no SDG specific to Indigenous 
peoples, all are significant for them. 
Indeed, the review begins and ends 
with an Indigenous flourish. The 
artwork on the cover is by Jordana 
Angus, a Wiradjuri (NSW) artist, 
and depicts the 17 interconnected 
SDGs, bookended with a detailed 
glossary that explains the artistic 
symbolism embedded in each 
element. And the review itself was 
designed and typeset by Carbon 
Creative, an Indigenous company 
engaged through the government’s 
affirmative Indigenous Procurement 
Policy. 
In the foreword the now ex-Prime 
Minister Malcolm Turnbull refers to 
the diverse needs and aspirations of 
Indigenous Australians and there is 
reference to the Indigenous concept 
of Caring for Country to reflect 
a commitment to environmental 
sustainability, while simultaneously 
noting the national economic ethos 
of ’a fair go’ for all—an ethos that 
dispossessed and marginalised 
Indigenous Australians might 
seriously question. 
The Australian government’s 
commitment to recognising 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples in ‘our Constitution’ is also 
noted, a statement that is totally 
divorced from reality following 
the outright rejection, without any 
negotiation, of the Uluru Statement 
from the Heart by Turnbull late last 
year. 
The report lauds Australia’s 
economic success and 26 years of 
uninterrupted economic growth 
and notes the challenge to improve 
outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples without 
documenting the extent of that 
challenge, and the depth of poverty 
for some sections of the Indigenous 
population or its historical and 
ongoing structural causes. 

***
The Australian national review is 

highly selective in documenting 
the dire circumstances of many 
Indigenous peoples, especially 
in remote Australia.  At times it 
reads like Australian government 
propaganda for international 
consumption rather than serious 
reporting. 
Let’s begin with the Council of 
Australian Governments’ headline 
Closing the Gap framework reported 
under SDG 10: Reducing Inequality. 
This framework, launched in 2008 
,has failed to deliver as documented 
in 10 consecutive annual reports to 
the Australian parliament and yet 
there has been no attempt to change 
its fundamental direction. 
To recap, lest we forget, Closing 
the Gap had seven very modest 
disparity targets: to halve the gap 
in child mortality by 2018, to halve 
the gap in reading and numeracy by 
2018, to halve the gap in Year 12 
attainment by 2020, to halve the gap 
in employment outcomes by 2018; 
to close the gap in life expectancy by 
2031; a revised target to have 95 per 
cent of Indigenous four-year olds in 
early childhood education by 2025; 
and an ambitious target devised by 
another ex-Prime Minister Tony 
Abbott in 2014 to close the gap in 
school attendance by 2018.
In this report, as elsewhere, the 
Australian government asserts that 
three targets are on track. However, 
as I have argued previously in Land 
Rights News – Northern Edition 
only one of the seven targets year 12 
attainment might be on track. 
I say ‘might’ because research 
published by the Grattan Institute 
shows widening gaps, referred to 
as a gulf, in learning outcomes, 
especially evident in remote and 
very remote areas. 
The information on child mortality 
provided refers to trends from 1998 
with most progress already achieved 
by 2008. And the government’s 
early Indigenous childhood goal is 

not defined as a gap, rather an early 
childhood enrolment target. This 
target had failed after five years by 
2013 and so was ‘reset’ to be met by 
2025. 
Focusing on SDG1: No Poverty, the 
Australian national review overlooks 
a body of published research from 
the Australian National University 
showing that not only are Indigenous 
poverty rates everywhere greater 
than non-Indigenous rates, but that 
in some geographic jurisdictions 
poverty is in fact increasing. Francis 
Markham and Nicholas Biddle 
in a report ‘Income, poverty and 
inequality’ based on the analysis of 
official census statistics show that 
Indigenous poverty rates in Australia 
have declined slowly in the last 
decade from 33.9 per cent in 2006 
to 31.4 per cent in 2016: at this rate 
SDG1 would take more than 100 
years to achieve. 
The situation in very remote Australia 
is dire as more than half Indigenous 
people live in households below 
the poverty line; in this jurisdiction 
poverty rates have increased in the 
last intercensal period 2011–2016. 
This is partly because the 
employment disparity between 
Indigenous and other Australians 
has grown. In very remote Australia, 
as the non-Indigenous employment 
rate has hovered about 80 per 
cent between 2006 and 2016, the 
Indigenous rate has declined from 
nearly 50 per cent to just over 30 per 
cent. In remote Indigenous Australia 
the disparity between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous employment 
is growing; and the absolute rate 
of Indigenous employment has 

declined to the extent that only three 
in 10 Indigenous adults are in paid 
work. 
What is of great concern, but not 
mentioned in the national review, 
is that the government’s own 
Community Development Program 
introduced on 1 July 2015 is 
exacerbating this deepening poverty 
by applying nearly 400,000 No Show 
No Pay penalties (to early 2018) to 
Indigenous people who do not turn 
up for Work for the Dole activities. 
Some programs like the Indigenous 
Procurement Policy might work, 
but others like the Community 
Development Program is delivering 
below award forms of forced labour 
not ‘Decent Work and Economic 
Growth’ (SDG 8). 
Despite SDG2: Zero Hunger, people 
are going hungry in Australia today 
in part because of discriminatory 
and expensive-to-administer income 
management regimes introduced 
in the past decade. These have 
been implemented in the name of 
‘improving food security’ but instead 
of doing this, they force Indigenous 
people to purchase expensive store 
food while on welfare. 
The option to live on country at 
homelands is limited by lack of 
clean water and sanitation (SDG 
6) and infrastructure (SDG 9). 
Consequently, there is a reduction in 
remote people’s access to their land 
and natural resources, a form of ‘food 
sovereignty’ that could effectively 
reduce hunger and enhance Good 
Health and Wellbeing (SDG 3). 

***
The statement of how Indigenous 

peoples care for country with which 
the foreword to the national review 
alludes to needs to be reversed: How 
does the Australian nation care for 
Indigenous peoples, especially those 
who are deeply disadvantaged owing 
to a combination of historical legacy, 
racial discrimination, structural 
demographic and locational factors 
and cultural differences? 
The short answer is not very well at 
all. 
It is a sad indictment of a rich 
settler society like Australia that no 
progress has been made in recent 
years on SDG 1 to end poverty and 
SDG 2 to eliminate hunger. 
Policy reform is urgently 
needed especially in the context 
of international reporting to 
acknowledge the crushing failure 
of the past decade and the deepened 
impoverishment especially evident 
in remote Indigenous Australia. 
Australia could learn from other 
settler societies that have managed 
decolonisation and governance for 
sustainable Indigenous development 
far better. 
But the Australian government 
could also expand rapidly what it 
documents in the national review as 
working at present. 
For example, on Climate Action 
(SGD 13) Indigenous groups have 
been successfully contracted to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
through savanna fire management. 
And with Life on Land (SDG 
15) Indigenous ranger groups are 
currently managing 75 Indigenous 
Protected Areas (45 per cent of the 
Australian conservation estate) 
but on uncertain and short-term 
shoestring budgets. 
Industry, Innovation and 
Infrastructure (SDG 9) refers to the 
Development of Northern Australia 
but fails to specifically mention 
Indigenous peoples or that they have 
territorial interest in more than half 
this jurisdiction under land rights 
and native title laws.
The Closing the Gap agenda imposed 
on Indigenous Australians in 2008 is 
being ‘refreshed’ in 2018 in apparent 
‘partnership’ with Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples. 
As with all such governmental 
impositions an opt-out of this 
inappropriate policy framework is 
not on the table.
As the consultation process nears 
completion, perhaps the 17 SDGs 
should be thrown into the mix to 
allow external scrutiny by the United 
Nations High-Level Political Forum 
on Australia’s domestic Sustainable 
Development efforts. No Poverty 

(SDG 1) and Zero Hunger (SDG 2) 
should not be left to languish until 
2030: both goals are urgent priorities 
for Australia to ensure the decent 
treatment of Indigenous Australians 
today.

*Jon Altman is a research professor 
at the Alfred Deakin Institute for 
Citizenship and Globalisation at Deakin 
University and an emeritus professor at 
the Australian National University. 

An earlier version of this article 
was included in Australia, Poverty, 
and the Sustainable Development 
Goals: A Response to the Australian 
Government’s Review of its Progress 
on the SDGs prepared by Academics 
Stand Against Poverty Oceania. 


