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Issue 27 is packed with interesting arti-
cles. Noah Pleshet presents an in-depth

study on the issue of car ownership, out
bush as well as in town, and has put
together some very insightful statistics and
findings. His article on “automobility”
features on page 8.

On page 14, Alyson Wright touches on
the development of “Sparse Ad Hoc
Networks” a new approach to communica-
tion technology that has implications for
remote communities. There are many
different ways to link communities
depending on the infrastructure that is
available.

If you have a rainwater tank or are
thinking about getting one, our 
insert “Rainwater tanks in remote
Australia”, will be very useful. There are

many handy tips to help you when
installing and maintaining a rainwater
tank. 

Nerida Beard reports on the Canadian
approach to improving drinking water
quality on page 16. Can Australian indige-
nous communities be informed by the
measures that Canada has introduced to
enhance and maintain water quality? 

Elsewhere in this edition we catch up
with ex CAT staff as well as reporting from
Yuendumu, Cone Bay and Weipa.

All of us at CAT wish to thank Steve
Fisher for his valuable contributions to
CAT and to Our Place over the years.
Steve has left CAT to work in the area of
Mental Health. His “Livelihoods” article
features on page 6.

Narelle Jones, Publications Officer
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Icaught up with Sonny Levers in
Borroloola during the show and rodeo

festivities. He was out and about in his
current role as Batchelor Institute’s Barkly
Regional Manager. We got to talking
about his previous working roles, what he
sees around him and his views on the
future. In this Bushlife, I share some of
his insights with you.

Sonny has worked in a variety of roles
in his past. I asked him about these.

“I first started out in the Building
Industry in my home town Cairns, where
I learnt some of the most important tricks
of the trade. I worked for Jaxson
Constructions in Weipa and then built
houses for Woompera – Muralug Housing
Co-op, Ngoonbi Housing Co-op, Deeral
Housing Co-op. I then worked for Depart-
ment of Housing (State Govt.) around the
Far North Regions. From there, I moved
to Alice Springs where I worked with
Sitzler Bros Construction and Tangen-
tyere Council – where I helped build
houses, community facilities and ablution
blocks, working with apprentices, show-
ing and teaching them the practical side of
building.

I needed to further my skills so I
decided to study for three years at Curtin
University in Perth, which I enjoyed and
was also successful in achieving my
Degree in Community Development and
Community Management. 

whilst every community, every homeland,
every language group has differences, we
want similar goals: to keep our culture
strong, our people healthy.”

Sonny relates to many issues he sees
whilst travelling round. 

“I worked with communities in Far
North Queensland and Cape York, in
Central Australia, and also the Top End
(Northern Territory). There are so many
positives I could share – learning from
people, working alongside people and
developing strong relationships. But there
are always challenges in this field, we need
to work together. 

What also makes me upset is certain
people capturing the attention of politi-
cians and bureaucrats. The strongest voice
to represent Aboriginal people is the
elders. Elders – a group of people who sit
down and discuss through issues, solving
them using cultural, traditional knowl-
edge and current experiences. It’s a sad
time if our current politics reflects only
what loudest voices are saying.”

As the sun was setting behind the dust
haze, the cowboys and cowgirls finished
competitions and horses were resting at
the Borroloola Rodeo, I asked Sonny
about his thoughts on the future.

“It is hard to tell what will happen in the
next few years. The Government is chang-
ing its focus and agenda when working
with Aboriginal people. For these changes
to be effective there needs to be open two
way dialogue between Aboriginal people
and the people working with them.”

Alyson Wright 
Centre for Appropriate Technology, 

Alice Springs

Previous to my current position, I 
spent seven years at CAT working with
communities in Far North Queensland
and Cape York in a community planning
and development role as a Resources and
Development Officer.”

Sonny utilises a lot of his previous expe-
rience in his work today. I got the chance
to see him promoting Batchelor Institute
at the Borroloola Show.

“As the Regional Manager, I have a
number of responsibilities. I work with
communities to establish the education
needs of the people and therefore get to
travel to many different communities
along the way. My role promotes Batche-
lor’s courses and provides community
members with the opportunity to sign up
to study programs. I also provide a point
of call for questions about what it means
to undertake a course and what is
involved.

My practical building experience is also
utilised in this job to support and provide
advice on developments of Batchelor’s
Learning Centres and to men in various
communities who wish to become carpen-
ters as well.” 

In line with practical, political, techni-
cal and academic experience, Sonny
draws on his Indigenous cultural knowl-
edge and all round experience when
working with people.

“I was born in Cairns and worked
throughout North Queensland and Cape
York Peninsula. I know a lot about my
land and my family. When I visit other
people’s country, I share a bit about my
home and they share a bit of their story.
It’s a great way to learn. What I learnt is
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An afternoon with
Sonny Levers

Insert, above right: Sonny Levers.
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Blocks of ice are usually seen at fish
markets, but in this case they are

being used by the students who attended
the CAT/Rio Tinto Akaltye Youth Event
2005 clambering to have a look at which
teams’ buried ice lasted the longest in
Weipa’s tropical climate. This was one of
the many activities held throughout the
week that engaged the students thinking
about science and technology, particularly
water related issues.

The main objective of the Akaltye
Youth Event is to foster an appreciation
and understanding of science and technol-
ogy in Australian Indigenous youth and to
encourage further learning, development
and careers in these fields. Akaltye also
aims to build on students’ problem solv-
ing skills, so they can carry these skills
back to assist their home communities.

The Akaltye 2005 event in Weipa
focused on the subject of water from both
traditional and western science perspec-
tives. The students camped at Bawtjathi,
the traditional country of Dr Thanakup.
They were welcomed to country and
shown some traditional technologies by

her, such as making a pit with some
paperbark in it to catch dew and digging
for water with bailer shells. Dr
Thanakupi’s strongest wish is to see the
youth of the region appreciate and under-
stand how to look after country. 

Some of the other science and technol-
ogy activities included a visit to the local
Comalco mine in order to see how they
manage water. The students heard how
water is filtered naturally through the tail-
ings, sand and kaolin there. This tour was
followed up with student group activities
where water was tested using different
filtration techniques. Another session was
spent in the school science labs studying
all manner of things under the micro-
scope, including clean and dirty water.
Then a whole-group activity followed
where students designed and built a large
water xylophone based on their under-
standing of volume and ratios.

It was not all about water though, as
one day was dedicated to the much antic-
ipated go-kart activities which had the
students designing, building and racing
the go-karts in teams. There were a few
thrills and spills along the way but it was

Akaltye
Youth Event
2005

all part of the fun and led the students to
think about more suitable designs for the
future.

Communication games and problem-
solving activities were other important
components in the program as this
allowed students from differing regions to
get to know each other and to work
happily and productively together in ever
changing group dynamics. It was all about
working and learning together.

So just what team did win the buried
ice competition on the last day? Ask the
students and you will get a volley of
different answers. Why? Because they all
had their own opinion, based on what
they had learnt throughout the week.
Some factored in the availability of local
materials for their group, whilst others
questioned the best way to calculate the
ice’s mass. Even though there was a judge,
behind the scenes the students were
setting their own benchmarks, a welcome
sign of things to come.

Kathy Senior
Centre for Appropriate Technology, 

Alice Springs



On 23 September, Dave Morgan, Rio Tinto Fellow completed
a working model of the Bush-lift designed by CAT.

The Bush-lift aims to meet the specific needs of disabled
Indigenous people living in remote areas throughout Australia,
with the objective of increasing their mobility and independence.

In the northern regions, where many houses are raised off the
ground, wheelchair users require either a ramp or lift to gain
access to their homes. As many residents regularly move from
one home to another within the region, conventional ramps and
lifts which are  built as permanent fixtures onto a house, are not
appropriate to their lifestyle needs. The Bush-lift is designed to
allow community members to relocate the device without the
assistance of technicians or other specialised skills.

The Bush-lift bolts onto a poured concrete slab, a skill found
throughout most communities.

The Bush-lift does not run on an external power source or
hydraulics, services that are not guaranteed on remote commu-
nities. Using a built-in jack, the user/carer pumps the jack to
raise the lift off the ground. The simplicity of the design means
that maintenance is minimised and long-term wear will be a part
of future research.

CAT plans to work with health professionals to produce a
Bush-lift that will satisfy the specific needs of disabled people.

On 18 August, Dean Koopman and his three camels Shabby,
Hussan and Henry arrived in Quorn, completing their long

trek across Australia. Dean is a former staff member of CAT and
agreed to talk to remote communities about the work of the
organisation as he passed through their country. 

Dean had some interesting remarks to make about his experi-
ences of meeting people in remote communities. “People are very
strong in their culture but also humble,” said Dean in an inter-
view with Adrian Shaw for Our Place Radio. “In one community,
I was greeted by large groups of people who were very generous
in their welcome and their assistance to me. This has happened
frequently during the journey”.  

Dean started the trek on 25 April 2004, taking five months to
reach Alice Springs. After summer, he restarted the journey by
traversing the Simpson Desert. “My environment, my back-
ground and all the things in my life come together out there”,
says Dean. He now plans to settle in Beltana, a remote town in
South Australia, where he will pursue his interest in camels. 
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During November 2005, CAT Techni-
cal Skills Group received notification

from DEET Quality and Regulatory Unit
that we had been granted extension to
scope for Certificate IV in Training and
Assessment (from the Training and
Assessment Training Package).

Training and Assessment Training Pack-
age replaces the Training Package for
Assessment and Workplace Training. The
Training and Assessment Training Pack-
age arose from the review of Training

Opportunities in Training and Assessment

The camel man finishes
his journey

Package for Assessment and Workplace
Training.

Training Packages are subject to contin-
uous improvement to ensure they continue
to meet current and future industry needs.
The Training Package for Training and
Assessment was designed to improve the
quality and capability of VET personnel – it
builds on the foundation provided by its
predecessor (Training Package for Assess-
ment and Workplace Training) and more
accurately reflects current teaching and

assessment practices to meet the skill
formation needs of trainers and assessors
who provide nationally recognised train-
ing.

CAT is only one of two Registered Train-
ing Providers in Alice Springs currently
with this course on scope. It puts us in a
demanding position as the only (current)
public provider of this qualification.
The Certificate IV will be offered during
2006 as a fee for service course and deliv-
ered by trainer Kerrie LeRossignol.

A wheelchair lift for
raised verandahs

Dave Morgan, Rio Tinto Fellow, working on the Bush-lift.



Mind the gap
One divide between people living in remote settlements and
professional outsiders who provide services and support to them
is in communication. Often, the language and the concepts used
by researchers, government agencies and politicians to describe
remote communities is quite different from that used by commu-
nity people themselves, even if they are talking about the same
subject. 

In August this year, CAT organised a series of short seminars.
The idea behind the seminars was to create a space where
community people and agency staff could share their experiences
and ideas on achieving better livelihoods and services for fami-
lies living on country. It was a first attempt to bridge the
language gap and to build greater common understanding. 

Creating a space
An event like this had never been tried before but we made a big
commitment to it at CAT for two reasons.

First, people have made comments to CAT staff about their
communities that have made us think further about the issues
that they face. There are many examples but we have picked
out four:

“To improve their livelihood, first people 
need help to find their feet”

“Can we keep living here in a healthy 
and happy way?”

“We want to make this a safe place away from
town where our kids can learn and grow”

“People have been talking for years about better 
technical services, but nobody has ever been able 
to make the change”

These remarks and many others have led to CAT developing
some projects, sometimes with partners like Desert Knowledge.
So, one important aim of the seminars was to explain this work
and hear what the participants had to say about it, based on their
own experience and knowledge. 

Make dinner or be dinner
The second inspiration for the seminars is that we have seen the
growth in interest in these subjects from government agencies,
researchers, policy-makers and other organisations. But all too
often, communities are not involved early enough in talking
about the work that is proposed. So the danger is that outsiders
set the agenda and communities are always on the back foot. An
Indian community development specialist once said to me that if
you don’t make dinner, then you can become dinner, so in one
sense we wanted to work out what was on the menu!

Some modest aims
CAT staff prepared some short presentations and practical exer-
cises that enabled us to work through each subject. We planned
that the outcomes would be:
• Conversations
• Sharing of ideas and experience
• Relationships
• Better understanding 
• Possibilities of working together more in the future.

The seminars themselves covered six subjects; livelihoods,
community viability, resource flows, economies, technical serv-
ices and employment.

Community viability; riding the bicycle
• CAT has developed a bicycle model as a way of describing the

seven elements of a viable community:
• Expressed Aspirations;
• Reliable Infrastructure;
• Assets and Resource Flows;
• Lowered Vulnerability;
• Governance;
• Access to Services;
• Livelihood Activity.

In this seminar, the participants discussed how government
agencies, service providers and community residents could best
make a positive contribution in this area.

Livelihoods; what does your pentagon 
look like?
Everyone has assets. These can be divided up into your social
networks including family, natural assets such as land, financial
assets such as money or access to loans or credit, physical capi-
tal such as a house that you live in or human assets including the
skills and knowledge that you have. 
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One technique for describing the assets that we have and start-
ing a discussion about them is called the “asset pentagon”. This
involves individuals, families or groups of people getting
together to draw a five-sided shape. The distance from the centre
of each of the five points represents the amount of each of the
five asset groups above that they own or control. 

The session undertook the exercise in several small groups,
enabling us to compare each one, to think about the use to which
existing assets could be put and how some deficits in assets could
be addressed. This led to some new ideas and insights on the
ways in which communities could develop their assets with
support from outside agencies. 

Technical services; what could we 
change for the better?
Technical services are the combination of techniques, skills,
knowledge and equipment required to maintain community
infrastructure. They include services required for housing, water,
communications and energy. 

This seminar came at the subject from the point of view of
improving existing technical services. We talked about examples
of good technical services to your homelands and outstations and
the challenges faced by service providers in getting it right. The
participants also shared examples of poor quality services. The
main question addressed by the meeting was how to make
changes to achieve better access to technical services.

Resource flows; making resources 
work effectively
This session talked about how resources, such as goods, services
and money, flow in, out and within communities. Participants
used the example of health to discuss the main resource flows
that they could see in communities, what types of changes to
resource flows could happen to benefit the community and how
could this work in practice. 

Strong regional economies; what this
means in practice
In this session, people were encouraged to think about how their
regional economy could be made stronger. First, they discussed
the ways in which money flows around the region. A strong
regional economy is where there are plenty of resources flowing,
everyone is getting a good share and it can keep going forward
in this way into the future. 

Sometimes, money leaks out of the region and goes to large
urban areas in the south where companies are based. Money
leaks slowest if people spend their money in the region, buy
goods made locally and use their money to employ local people. 

To give one example, tourists spend $650 000 per day in Alice
Springs town. Tourists want to meet Aboriginal people. Aborig-
inal people have real stories about country. Tourist companies
want more Aboriginal people involved in tourism. So there is
greater opportunity for tourism to help build a stronger economy
where more people are getting a share of the resource flowing in
the region. In the seminar, participants talked about these issues
and came up with some ideas. 

Employment; real jobs on country
Around three-quarters of Indigenous people want to work in
their own community, but there are not enough jobs. Around
eighty per cent of existing positions are taken up by outsiders.
These include CEOs, health workers, teachers and teaching
assistants, police officer, essential services officers and many
others. 

The seminar discussed the main issues facing communities and
agencies in this field and ways in which local people could have
a greater influence on employment in their community. 

Summing up
The box below is a summary of the main points that emerged
from the five days that the seminars ran.  
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The main messages coming out of the
CAT seminars

Proper jobs
We need to find ways for proper jobs to be set up in
communities. This could include:
• Changing CDEP into jobs, like night patrol and ESOs
• Mentoring to support community people into jobs
• Training that leads to real work
• Helping people to get involved in the regional economy
• Creating Indigenous employment agencies for the regions
• Local maintenance contracts done by local people.

Skills for living
A lot of community people would benefit from living skills
programs. This would help make technical services work
better. 

Better communication
Agencies need to know how different communities want to
communicate with them. 
Better cross-cultural training is required for agency staff.
Support for leadership skills in communities would help too. 
Change must be at the right pace and with proper consulta-
tion. 
We need to find better ways to deal with gatekeepers in
communities and government.

Better coordination of agencies
A one-stop shop is needed for community people. This
would be one place where agency work in remote communi-
ties is coordinated.
Community-based coordinators would be good too. 
Equipment and resources should be shared better between
agencies too.

So what next?
CAT proposes to undertake three follow-up activities:

1 We will be publishing a full pack of information on the
work of the seminars shortly;

2 We will invite participants and other interested people to a
meeting that will plan a project that addresses one of the
main points arising from the seminars and enabling a
number of people to work together to find new or better
approaches to livelihoods and services on country;

3 Through our partnership with Rio Tinto, CAT will be hold-
ing a dinner event for an audience of key public, private and
non-profit sector leaders in Canberra in the first half of 2006.
Some of the insights and messages that have emerged from
the seminars will be presented at that event. 

Steve Fisher 
Centre for Appropriate Technology, 

Alice Springs
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The daily demands placed on vehicles
mean that holding onto one, keeping

it working and up to date with rego, could
be more hassle than you bargained for.
The struggle to keep cars legal and road-
worthy directly affects the prospects of
Indigenous people who wish to remain
remote, living in smaller desert settle-
ments. What we learn from Northern
Territory vehicle figures is that a good
proportion of bush cars are unregistered.
The serious downside of people getting
around in unsafe cars is reflected in high
rates of road accident deaths and traffic
offences, for Indigenous people especially.
If current trends in desert population
growth, vehicle technologies, and fuel
costs continue, this situation is unlikely to
fix itself. 

In this article, I want to do two things.
One is to build a kind of picture of the
desert vehicle fleet in central Australia.
The aim is to promote better understand-
ing of, on the one hand, the different ways

well as overall resilience under changed
conditions. Emma Young and Peter 
Renehan at CAT have been working with
a Central Australian Indigenous commu-
nity to study the resources flows of their
settlement. This resource flows project
aims to develop the model outlined by
Steve into a viability “toolkit”, one that
would allow settlement residents to diag-
nose and solve problems which affect the
viability of their remote residence. 

In the first half of 2005, I had the priv-
ilege of working at CAT and looking at
some of these issues as a DK-CRC intern.
I came to see viability as the range of
capacities within a settlement to trans-
form resources into livelihoods, now and
in the future. Automobility largely deter-
mines the capacity settlements have to
provide their communities with the possi-
bility of movement within their region. In
understanding desert settlement viability,
it is a good place to start. The point is that
people with a very low capacity to move

people move around in motor cars, and
on the other hand, the things that make
this possible, from roadworthy vehicles to
passable roads. I discuss these issues
using the term automobility, shorthand
for all the processes which bring motor
vehicles and people together “on the
road”. At another level, the second aim is
to show how the central Australian
“transport picture” connects up with a
wider discussion about “desert settlement
viability.” 

In partnership with CAT, the Desert
Knowledge Cooperative Research Centre
(DK-CRC) have established a range of
projects which look into what makes a
settlement function well, and how this is
sustained over time. Steve Fisher wrote an
article in Our Place No. 21 about the
seven “building blocks” of settlement
viability. These were good governance
arrangements, expressed aspirations,
infrastructure reliability, livelihood activ-
ity, asset stocks and resource flows, as

FEATURE

Automobility and settlement
viability in desert Australia 
Out on the bush roads, having a vehicle has to be a top
priority. People are on the move for shopping, hospital,
school, banking, family, sports, work and “business”
among other things. 



around find it hard to access opportuni-
ties, whether those opportunities are “on
country” or in town. In some cases very
high mobility might have the same result
because people find it equally hard to be
“in the right place at the right time”.
Opportunities forgone might be in educa-
tion, paid work, or even just getting basic
goods and services on a regular basis.

These issues are of particular impor-
tance in the Alice Springs region, which
contains a significant number of very
small Indigenous settlements. Demogra-
pher John Taylor notes that both the
number of Indigenous settlements which
rely on Alice Springs, and the scale of
their combined population, is far greater
than for any other service centre nation-
wide. In addition, the average resident
population of the majority of settlements
serviced by Alice Springs is below the size
threshold associated with provision of
basic services on site. As Taylor points
out, if we have to assume that Indigenous
people still access financial, health, and
other services, we would expect substan-
tial population mobility to result1. While
desert population mobility is generated by
the dynamics of Indigenous social life, it
equally comes from an uneven regional
distribution of goods and service outlets,
combined with a strong desire to access
them even under difficult and costly
conditions. 

The kinds of transport which facilitate
journeys for goods and services are
reflected in some vehicle registration 
data gathered from NT Department of
Infrastructure and Planning. The figures
present a snapshot of the central
Australian vehicle fleet in June 2005. For
anyone who has travelled the back roads
in central Australia the picture might be
unsurprising, but some rough compar-
isons based on registration data really

ments transport need will almost always
outstrip supply. The pressure comes not
only from the demography of vehicle
numbers relative to population but also
from energy prices and technological
factors, which impact on car maintenance
and affordability. Foremost among these 
technological factors is Electronic Fuel
Injection (EFI), introduced in new cars
from the early 1990s. Evidence suggests
that this alone is affecting the capacity of
remote residents to maintain their own
vehicles.

Figure 2 shows the number of registered
passenger cars (white) per unregistered
passenger car (green), for the 0870 and
0872 areas. I am talking about passenger
cars only here, including sedans and
station wagons. As you can see the
number of unregistered passenger cars is
equivalent to about 40% of the registered
number in the 0872, and about 15% of
the registered stock in 0870. The central
Australian situation as a whole is also
quite marked when compared with
Darwin, where the number of unregis-
tered passenger cars is equivalent to only
6% of the registered fleet. 

It seems unlikely that the spatial differ-
ences in unregistered vehicle rates could
be explained by behavioural patterns
alone. There are many technical difficul-
ties involved in maintaining a vehicle in
high demand, and in keeping its rego up
when the time comes. Individuals may
own a car or have rights to it, shared
among other co-owners, and this in itself
could generate intensive use. Differential
literacy rates and remoteness from motor
registry facilities could be a factor.
Perhaps more fundamentally, in the every-
day Indigenous economy of demanding
and sharing between relatives, the capac-
ity to provide transport is one of the most
highly valued services. The value of cars is

clarify the current situation. Because of
the format of motor registry data, it is
impossible to determine the precise
regional distribution of vehicles in 
remote areas of the Northern Territory.
Instead we have reverted to postcode
areas as an indication of “in town”/”out
bush” comparisons. I focus on the post-
code regions Alice Springs Town (0870)
and the surrounding area (0872) within
the boundaries of the Northern Territory.2

The relationships examined focus on vehi-
cles below 2.7 tons, including passenger
cars, off-road passenger vehicles, and
light goods vehicles such as utes and tray
backs. These capture most of the vehicles
everyday people use to get around. 

One way of looking at transport in
central Australia is to compare the
number of people in a region with the
number of cars3. This gives a rough meas-
ure of potential passengers per vehicle in
different places across central Australia.
Figure 1 shows us that people per vehicle
is about 1.5 in Alice Springs town (0870),
and around 9 out of town (0872). We
should keep in mind here that compared
with “town fleet”, the “bush fleet” has
proportionally many more tray-back or
utility vehicles, and many less passenger
cars. Under Northern Territory law, it has
been illegal since 1994 for people to ride
in the back of trucks unless they are fitted
with an approved roll cage. Because of
these facts, the “bush fleet” is burdened
with more people per car, but also less
safe and legal seats per vehicle. It is inter-
esting to note that people per vehicle in
0872 declines by around 1.5 or 18%
when we include lapsed registrations
(expired 3-12 months) in the bush fleet
count. This shows the very real incentives
for using unregistered and potentially un-
roadworthy cars. 

The message is that in remote settle-
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FIGURE 1: People per vehicle. FIGURE 2: Registered cars (white), per unregistered car (green).
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not then mainly found in getting you to
work or being flash, but rather in their
capacity to produce and maintain rela-
tionships between people, sometimes
separated widely in space. Anthropologist
Fred Myers who worked with Pintupi
people put it this way: “to have a car, one
might say, is to find out how many rela-
tives one has”4. 

However it is also the case that out
bush, when it comes to maintaining and
registering a car, there seems to be a very
different incentive structure in operation
compared with, say, in Alice Springs
town. Except in isolated pockets, conven-
tional labour markets do not extend to
large areas of the Alice Springs hinter-
land. Among the majority of Indigenous
people who do not find mainstream
employment, the incentive to drive cars
into an unregisterable state will be greater
than the incentive to conserve and main-
tain the car. This incentive structure
reflects where and how social capital is
most likely to be accumulated. Preserving
a car will not be socially possible in most
cases, and Indigenous people may often
actually get the most out of a car by work-
ing it to death. 

What options are there for addressing
the unmet demand for transport in central
Australia? In 2001 a Tangentyere Council
sponsored Aboriginal Transport Scoping
Study suggested that a detailed feasibility
study was required to asses the regional
options for public transport. The report
suggested that a study guided by narrow
financial criteria alone would be unhelp-

promotes extensive circuits of movement
within the region, these will not always be
consistent with sustainable livelihoods
and viable desert settlements. In light of
this I suggest that while the development
of an affordable fee-for-service remote
transport system is necessary now, it will
become increasingly so as technological
“innovation” and fuel prices continue to
work against prospects on country. It
needs to be noted that at present the
problem is not simply a scarcity of trans-
port “out bush”, but that over time
increasing numbers of people will
inevitably use means of transport which
are unsafe, illegal, or both. 

Noah Pleshet

ful. A fully commercial remote bus service
operating in central Australia was not in
fact established after any feasibility study,
but rather the proprietor had existing
relationships with the communities it
serviced. This service operated weekly
round trips from Alice Springs to Docker
River and Tenant Creek. In 2004 a trans-
port feasibility study was commissioned
by the then Department of Infrastructure,
Planning and Environment as part of the
Quality of Life project. The study indi-
cated that there are a number of
settlements in the Alice region with popu-
lation greater than 500 lacking a bus link,
and that 70% of the regional remote
settlement population relying on Alice
Springs had no scheduled transport serv-
ices. This study demonstrated that a
variety of public transport corridors
between Alice Springs and a variety of
remote settlements were feasible given a
certain funding level. It is promising that
there has been a recent extension of a
regular bus service to Yuendumu, by the
commercial provider who already services
Docker River and Tennant Creek. 

Flows of humans and resources
between settlements are most important
in desert regions, where the necessities of
life and economic opportunities are often
highly concentrated in regional service
centres. In simple terms a transport
system which relies on low quality vehi-
cles, used intensively over poor roads, is
vulnerable – as then are its settlements.
The gist of my argument is that while
automobility in central Australia
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The Centre for Appropriate Technology
(CAT) presented Certificates and

Statements of Attainment, at a graduation
ceremony on 26 August 2005. The most
popular awards came from the ATWORK
course as well General Construction,
Automotive, Workplace Training and
Assessment, Applied Design and Technol-
ogy and Remote Aboriginal Community
Leadership (Non Accredited).

Among the graduates were 11 students,
who had completed a certificate in Leader-
ship, which is part of the innovative Lead
On – Arrwekele program. This “mentor-
ial” leadership program, required mentors
and leaders to attend classes for a week –
every month over an eleven month period,
learning how to lead remote community
groups in undertaking small projects. Two

EDUCATION AND TRAINING

Training Group of the Year 2005
Utopia Certificate 1 Automotive 
Jason Jones, Deon Tilmouth,
Colin Tilmouth, Kennedy Jones,
Christopher, Norm Frank
Lecturer: Michael Lerm

ATWorker of the Year 2005
Terrance Malthouse
Lecturer: Ronald Dodd

Leader of the Year 2005
Eli Fly 
Lecturer: Ronald Dodd

Leader of the Year 2005
Martin Hagan
Lecturer: Gavin Clarke

Mentor of the Year 2005
Mavis Malbunka
Lecturer: Ronald Dodd

Mentor of the Year 2005
Adrian Dixon
Lecturer: Gavin Clarke

Students 
achieve technical
qualifications

of the graduates, Adrian Dixon and
Andrew Campbell, now lead groups in
developing a community garden at
Laramba and preparing a “Shared Respon-
sibility Agreement” for a Men’s Quarters.
At Ipolera, Mavis Malbunka, Terrance
Malthouse, Ivan Emitja and Rena Pepperill
lead groups in the maintenance and repair
of an office, a stockyard and an ablution
block. At Yuelamu Martin Hagan,
Nathaniel Coulthard, Shane Murphy and
Jamesie Dixon have formed a number of
work groups that will build extensions to a
shed and a recreation room, amongst other
community activities.

The graduation was an opportunity to
put on show the talent, pride and aspira-
tions of many remote Aboriginal
communities and to reward trainees for the
effort they have made.

Terrance
Malthouse

Martin
Hagan

Mavis
Malbunka

Adrian
Dixon

Left to right: Martin Hagan, Andrew Campbell, Adrian Dixon, Shane Murphy, Terrance
Malthouse, Ivan Imitja, Rena Pepperill, Mavis Malbunka, Irene Nangala, Rita
Napanangka Turner, Marilyn Nangala Inkamala, Nancy Tulmouth, Kayleen Collins,
Carol Peterson.

Some students will use their skills at Ipolera.
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In 2003 Warlukurlangu Artists Aboriginal Association
(WAAA), Yuendumu contacted CAT to see if they would be

interested in assisting the Art Centre to renovate and extend
their Art Centre building. The existing building was an old
converted bungalow. It was infested with termites and in a very
bad state of disrepair. The artists and management of WAAA had
started raising funds for a new building which they hoped would
be larger, more comfortable and purpose designed and built to
more adequately serve the needs of the Art Centre staff and
artists. 

The final design for the building was completed after extensive
consultation between the artists and staff of the Art Centre and
CAT, keeping in mind the limited budget of the project, the prac-
tical needs of the artists and to maintain the existing non
pretentious feel of the building. 

Design and construction of a front
verandah to the centre
The facade of the existing building had a mural which had been
painted by many of the older artists, some of whom had passed
away. Everyone was very keen that this mural be retained. The
existing building was completely gutted and this was made into
a purpose built exhibition space and then a new wing was added
for new offices and a paint-mixing area.

The front verandah was extended to provide an alternative
painting space for artists who for cultural reasons could not
paint close to each other. The extensions to the building allowed
the back verandah, which is the main painting area, to be more
than doubled in size. 

As shown in the photograph above left, the refurbishment of
the centre allowed for the mural on the front wall to be retained.

Formation of new designated areas within
the centre for specific purposes
One of the main considerations when designing the new building
was to design the new spaces with a clear idea of their intended
purpose. The new gallery, office and paint-mixing areas are all
very spacious and well-lit.

As part of the project, CAT produced a new way of presenting
artwork, which is described below. 

How to hang, store and present unstretched canvas (paintings
that haven’t been framed) is an issue faced by many art centres

and galleries. It is rare that you go into a gallery of Aboriginal art
and do not find a pile of canvas sitting one on top of the other
on the floor. This not only makes it difficult for someone inter-
ested in viewing the artwork to access paintings that are towards
the bottom of the pile, but does not help to maintain and protect
the paintings in the long term.

In working with the Warlukurlangu artists, CAT has developed
and assembled a prototype “Art Rack” which is currently being
trialled by the art centre. The Art Rack addresses the storage,
display and presentation difficulties associated with having large
numbers of unstretched canvas. Purpose-designed hangers
accommodate six different sized canvas’ from the smaller 470
mm painting to the largest of 1200 mm. The hangers fit on one
of two differently sized frames, determined by the size of the
canvas. The smaller of the two frames is fitted with a presenta-
tion board that allows someone to easily pull an artwork off the
rack and hang it on the board, allowing for a clear and uninter-
rupted view while giving the selected artwork some “breathing
space”.

The recent opening of the Art Centre provided a great oppor-
tunity to “crash test” the prototype. This and the day-to-day use
of the rack by the employees, artists and visitors to the centre has
led to the next generation of the system perhaps coming to a
gallery near you.

General refurbishment
CAT also supervised a general overhaul of the centre that tack-
led practical problems such as the termite infestation but also
repainted the interior and replaced ageing fittings, as well as
bringing in new improvements where required. 

The grand opening to an exciting future
On the 15 October 2005 Warlukurlangu Artists held a big party
to celebrate the reopening of the new improved Art Centre. Two
hundred people attended the event, some travelling from as far
away as Melbourne, Sydney, Perth, Europe and America

During the opening speeches, the Manager of the Art Centre
acknowledged the financial support for the project that was
given by ATSIC, Newmont Mines, and the financial input by the
artists themselves. 

The new Art Centre will provide a great venue to showcase the
efforts of Indigenous people to forge a livelihood in a remote part
of the Northern Territory.

Improving Warlukurlangu
Arts Centre

PROJECTS
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Cone Bay (or Larinyuwar) is a small
community of around fifteen people

located on the rugged Kimberley coastline
North-west of Derby.  It lies about 180
km by rugged dirt access road or up to
twelve hours by barge from Derby.

As so often happens, the story of CAT’s
association with the people of Cone Bay
came through some essential service work
that the local ICC office asked us to
manage. This was in July 2002, when CAT
offered to formalise and apply for  fund-
ing from ATSIC for a contract with
Maxima Pearling Company to service the
community’s energy and water supply.
The principal person for Cone Bay is
Donny Woolagoodja and he described
how tenuous the water supply was with
only one bore with a solar pump and two
small storage tanks.

On the next visit, in October 2002,
CAT staff Marcus Seidel, John Schmidt
and Ernie Hunter met with the people at
the community to discuss their full range
of infrastructure and to work out where
improvements could be made. This
included waste management, transport,
energy, water and shelter. Donny
explained some of the hardships and
threats to people being able to continue
living at Larinyuwar, which included the
high cost of drums of powerhouse fuel
diesel by sea and helicopter, limited water
supply and the limited road access due to
the wet season closing the road. 

Donny also talked about how the Army
maintained a firing range reserve covering
the whole Kimbolton area. The last eighty
kilometres of the access road to Cone Bay
pass through this zone but the Army

to the road, since this had emerged as a top
priority for the community. 

This year CAT’s water specialist, Nerida
Beard, visited the community and advised
on signage to help the community better
manage the rubbish tip, to avoid contam-
ination of the fragile water supply.

This short article is a progress report.
There is much still to do. Future work
between CAT and Cone Bay, supported by
the local Indigenous Coordination Centre
in Derby and the Department of Housing
and Works, will include:
• Applying for a community water grant

in 2006, possibly to install rainwater
tanks to the housing, and perhaps for
the reuse of greywater.

• Installation of a new Bushlight energy
system.

• Building a fence around the waste
management landfill site to retain litter.

• Install a new water tank.
• Carrying out some investigative plumb-

ing to locate a water restriction to one
of the houses.

• Further maintenance of the tip and fire-
breaks.  

• Extending the contract with Maxima
Pearling to service the power and water
supply.
Of course, from this work has also

developed a stronger relationship
between CAT and the community of
Larinyuwar, not to mention the other
agencies and contractors that have been
involved. We are looking forward to
working together more in the future.

Marcus Seidel
Centre for Appropriate Technology, 

Derby

would not allow maintenance to this
section of road even though it was the
worst section. In discussing power
supplies, John and Ernie commenced the
community energy planning process for a
possible renewable energy system under
the Bushlight program. Marcus inspected
the waste and water systems and
discussed ways to help in the future. As
one thing led to another, so the people of
Larinyuwar and CAT began to work out
some projects that could be done to
improve the community. 

After that visit, Marcus organised
annual maintenance to the landfill site
and the clearing of community firebreaks,
as well as some regular work on the last
three kilometers of the access road
(excised from the Army Reserve).  ATSIC
organised a drilling rig to be barged to
Cone Bay to search for more water.
Unfortunately, after the drilling of eleven
test holes, no water was found. However,
CAT undertook some welding repairs to
one of the water tanks and the subject of
access was discussed again, this time
involving Jon Healy of Rio Tinto, who
participated under CAT’s partnership
agreement with the mining company. Jon
assisted in survey techniques for road
surveying, an increasing part of CAT’s
work in the region. 

Through a contract let by CAT and
funded by ATSIC, Smart Contracting
became involved in relocating the rubbish
tip and maintaining the firebreaks.  With
the agreement of the army, Smart also did
some minor improvements to the road. The
WA Department of Housing and Works
also assisted with the cost of improvements
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When one thing
leads to another…
Working to improve the infrastructure at
Larinyuwar Community
Above: Cone Bay (or Larinyuwar) Community. Insert: Left to right: Ernie Hunter, John Schmidt, Jon Healy, Donny Woolagoodja.



Providing efficient and cost effective communication systems
to remote areas can be a challenging task. This is due to a

number of reasons:
• Size of populations in remote communities
• Isolation and remoteness of the communities 
• High cost of the provisioning infrastructure without significant

financial returns for the service providers (in the short term)
• Affordability of telecommunication services for households
• Additional maintenance and administration costs
• Technology or services may not be appropriate for remote

areas.
With the current advances in communication technology

designed mainly for urban centres, some of the above factors are
further enhancing the divide in communication infrastructure
across rural and remote Australia in comparison to metropolitan
Australia. This paper looks at new technology, ad hoc networks.
Ad hoc networks are emerging communication technology 
that may provide cost effective and high capacity network 
infrastructure to interconnect remote communities. Ad hoc
networks may be able to extend existing telecommunications
infrastructure from community to community or from commu-
nity to outstations.

Current situation
Many remote communities are moving towards the provision of
high speed and cost effective network infrastructure. Federal
Government support for roll-out of high capacity infrastructure
and broad-band services is facilitating a growing number of
communities becoming connected to the digital world. Current
systems include Fibre Optics, LMDS and MMDS, but these can
be expensive options. Furthermore, such solutions require on-
going maintenance and administration which may introduce
additional costs to the end-users.

In most cases, these services are provided at a localised 
point in communities, such as telecentres, rural transactions
centres or simply one computer in the community office that can
be accessed by everyone. There are not many examples of 
household internet access in communities and there are many
outstations that still do not have access to basic telephone 
services.

Ad hoc networks
One solution to improve telecommunications in remote areas
that is currently being investigated is sparse ad hoc networks.

The aim of these networks is to provide a relatively cheap and
portable networking infrastructure where the deployment of
current broadband networking may not be feasible. This is
achieved through a set of networking devices, which may work
together to establish communication infrastructure for a region.

How it will work
The following looks at how Ad hoc networks might be installed
into a community to develop new telecommunications or
improve the capabilities of existing infrastructure.

Extending existing infrastructure
Many of the communities in remote areas are increasingly receiv-
ing access to telecommunications networks and services. These
include pay phones, land lines, community internet facilities or
video conferencing. Figure 1 provides an example of how ad hoc
networks might be deployed to distribute access to services
throughout a community. 
In Figure 1, the residential houses form an ad hoc network,
which connect to the community centre that has access to a satel-
lite network. Once this is established, it may be possible to
extend coverage to mobile users. Figure 2 illustrates different
devices that may access the resident ad hoc network.
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Sparse Ad Hoc Networks:
A new communication
technology for remote
communities?

Figure 1: Extending the existing telecommunications services in a
community using ad hoc networks.



Conclusion
Ad hoc networks are still in the early development stage with
most research being directed in urban centres. The majority of
research has been by simulation or analytical studies. However,
a team based at the University of Wollongong are developing a
test bed to trial in a number of communities in Central Australia,
as a DK-CRC project. The results of this trial may provide some
insight into the development of telecommunication infrastruc-
ture to remote communities in the future.

This report acknowledges the support from University of
Wollongong, particularly Mehran Abolhasan.

Alyson Wright 
Centre for Appropriate Technology, 

Alice Springs
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Connecting an outstation to a connected
community
Many outstations are amongst the most disadvantaged in terms
of availability of telecommunication services. One way to extend
the network infrastructure is to provide “multi-hop ad hoc
networks” from a major community. Multi-hopping can be used
to increase the coverage of a network by allowing data to travel
over a multiple sites. Figure 3 shows how this can be achieved.

Connecting communities to communities
Ad hoc networks can also be used to create a number of ad hoc
nodes which have the potential to connect a number of commu-
nities. This can be done in two ways. Figure 4 presents a
centralised approached. In this strategy, some nodes may be 
used to interconnect two or more communities, by using omni-
directional antennas or a chain of direction antennas connected
to ad hoc nodes. Figure 5 demonstrates another strategy whereby
the community may be able to establish a route to another
community through a number of different paths.

Figure 4: Connecting communities using a centralised approach.

Figure 5: Interconnecting communities using connection to a
number of nodes.

Figure 3: Connecting an outstation to a major community using
multi-hop ad hoc networks.

Figure 2: Extending resident ad hoc network to mobile devices.
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The conference “Managing for Safe
Drinking Water – International

Conference on Smaller Water Systems”
was an opportunity to explore the shared
challenges facing small water supplies
around the world. The ongoing manage-
ment of infrastructure and water quality
in small and remote water supplies is an
ongoing issue in many countries. Jennifer
Mercer presented the approach taken by
Health Canada in water quality manage-
ment in Canadian Inuit, First Nations and
Aboriginal communities and outlined
their strategies for working with Indige-
nous peoples to improve water quality for
health. This article further explores the
Canadian experience.

Population and community
distribution
In 2001, 3.3% of Canada’s 32.8 million
people identified as Indigenous, a total of
976 305 people (Atlas of Canada, 2005).
Almost half of Indigenous Canadians live
outside urban areas in rural communities
or on land known as reserves or settle-
ments, compared to just over half of the
Australian Indigenous population living
in small regional, remote and very remote
areas (Memmott and Moran, 2001). 

A snapshot of First Nations
Health 
The health statistics of the Canadian
Indigenous population reflect a steady
improvement in Indigenous health. Over-
all increases in life expectancy (12.5%)
have been observed over the 20 years
from 1980-2000 in both male (69 years)
and female (77 years) populations

Water supply governance
As a rule, it is the Canadian Provinces and
Territories (or states) that hold responsi-
bility for the direct provision of safe
drinking water to the public (INAC,
2003). Each territory and province has
adopted legislation for the protection of
source water and the requirements for
safe drinking water. This differs from
Australia, where a guideline rather than
legislative approach has been adopted.
Currently, there is no federal or provincial
legislation that defines the minimum qual-
ity of drinking water delivered in First
Nations communities (Health Canada,
2002). The three northernmost Canadian
Territories of Yukon, Nunavut and North-
west Territories are all located above 60
degrees northern latitude. The responsi-
bility for drinking water quality
monitoring in these territories now
resides with the Territorial Governments
and Indian and Northern Affairs Canada
(INAC), and so is no longer the responsi-
bility of the Canadian federal government. 

In practice, the responsibility for
management of water supplies in First
Nations and Inuit communities south of
the 60 degrees latitude line in Canada are
shared between First Nations people and
the Canadian federal government. Shared
water supply responsibility has meant that
the First Nations Chief and Council
(equivalent to an Aboriginal Community
Council in Australia) are responsible for
the planning, design, construction, opera-
tion and maintenance of the water supply
infrastructure in accordance with relevant
established guidelines. First Nations hold
the direct responsibility for the daily 
operation and management of their
community water supplies.

INTERNATIONAL

Improving drinking water
quality in Inuit and First
Nations communities: the
Canadian approach
Can the Canadian model for improving water quality in
Indigenous communities inform an approach in Australia?

(FNIHB, 2003:6). This is 10-12 years
higher than the Australian Aboriginal
population, with those born between 1998
and 2000 expecting to live to the ages of
59 years for males and 65 years for
females (AIHIN, 2005). However, circula-
tory, respiratory and cardiovascular
diseases are amongst the leading causes of
death in both the Indigenous Canadian
and Australian Aboriginal populations
(FNIHB, 2003:25; AIHW, 2002:200). 

Canadian First Nations
community water supplies
Access to clean, safe drinking water is a
fundamental basis upon which to maintain
good health. In 2002-03, the federal
department of Indian and Northern
Affairs Canada (INAC) undertook a
comprehensive on-site assessment of all
First Nations water and wastewater facili-
ties (INAC, 2003). There were over 761
water supplies (south of 60 deg) that serv-
ice 5 or more houses in the 691
Indigenous communities on reserve settle-
ments in Canada (INAC, 2003:9). In
1999, only 41% of First Nations commu-
nities reported that they had greater than
90% of their homes connected to a
centralised water treatment facility
(FNIHB, 2003:66). In that same year, 65
First Nations communities (nearly 10%)
were under “boil water” advisories (mean-
ing that their water should be boiled to
make it safe to drink) for an average of
128 days per year (FNIHB, 2003:66). The
report found that almost a third of water
supplies were classed as having water
quality of high risk (INAC, 2003). 
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Catalyst for change in Canada
The 2003 assessment of water and sanita-
tion on reserve provided a clear and
comprehensive picture of the poor health
of water supplies in many First Nations
communities. It was clear that the existing
management arrangement was not deliv-
ering water and health outcomes. A
seven-part action plan was developed by
INAC and Health Canada for implemen-
tation over a five-year period. The action
plan called for the immediate implemen-
tation of:
• a prioritised schedule of upgrades to

existing infrastructure
• a water quality monitoring program 
• a sustainable operation and mainte-

nance program
• expansion of training programs for all

operators
• a set of integrated water quality proto-

cols, roles and responsibilities and
emergency response procedures

• a public awareness campaign to inform
First Nations Councils of their responsi-
bilities and communities of steps they
can take to ensure water safety

• a multi-barrier approach to protecting
water quality. (INAC, 2003)

members and the treatment of sickness.
• Community Health Representative/s

who’s role is broadly in health promo-
tion, water source protection and
education within the community and to
the Council on water and health issues. 

• Medical Officers of Health are
employed regionally and hold the over-
all responsibility for public health in
communities; monitoring communica-
ble diseases and issuing/lifting “boil
water orders” if a water quality threat is
detected. 

• “Circuit Rider” Training Program
engages qualified persons to deliver a
higher level of technical servicing and
train Indigenous community operators
on-site to use water supply equipment.
The goal is to have all water treatment
plants on reserve run by a certified
operator by April 2006. 

Supporting the Drinking
Water Safety Plan
Some of the positions above are similar to
those found in some larger Australian
Aboriginal communities. So what makes
this approach different? First, the program
is a coordinated approach and has been
resourced as a single cohesive program. It
is also different in that the program
addresses the ongoing maintenance and
sustainability of water supply facilities and
the more complex human dimension of
operator training and technical support,
rather than just infrastructure-based fund-
ing. Second, the program also provides
certification of water supply operators and
regular testing – including the provision of
someone to interpret the testing results
and a planned response network to act on
water quality test failures.

Can we be informed by the
Canadian experience?
At a time when we are increasingly asking
the question of how we can improve
access to basic water supplies in our
remote communities for public health
outcomes, the Canadian concept of an

INTERNATIONAL

Drinking Water Safety
Program
The First Nations and Inuit Health Branch
(FNIHB) (within the federal department
of Health Canada) work on health matters
specific to Canada’s Indigenous popula-
tion. They have developed an approach to
drinking water protection in communities
with five or more water supply connec-
tions, called the Drinking Water Safety
Program (DWSP). The DWSP is an effort
to provide more structure and support to
community Councils for delivering safe
drinking water with the goal to meet the
Guidelines for Canadian Drinking Water
Quality. The approach fosters a level of
community capacity building and main-
tain ownership of water supplies. 
The stated objectives of the DWSP are:
• To sample, test and interpret drinking

water quality in distribution systems
(with greater than five connections)
and cisterns;

• To reduce the possibility of waterborne
disease outbreaks through a coordi-
nated compliance reporting regime;

• To build capacity of First Nations
through community-based drinking
water quality monitoring programs; and

• To promote the importance of safe drink-
ing water through public awareness and
education. (Health Canada, 2002).
The Community-Based Water Monitor

(CBWM) is the individual responsible for
ensuring that the DWSP is enacted and
managed at the local community level,
including maintenance, bacteriological
testing of drinking water quality and
dissemination of results within the
community. 

The CBWM is supported by staff roles
both within and external to the commu-
nity. These include:
• Environmental Health Officer/s, who

ensures that environmental determi-
nants of poor health are understood
and managed within the community.

• Community Health Nurse/s, who are
often the only specifically health-based
practitioner on-site in a community;
monitoring the health of community u

THE CREATOR’S GIFT;
GOOD WATER
“In the past, our people did not have to
worry about water pollution and its
potential for causing disease. Our
ancestors were nomadic hunters and
gatherers who followed the herds and
food supplies from season to season.
They didn’t stay in a place long enough
to pollute the environment. And by the
time they returned, nature had taken
care of clearing up their waste.

That was yesterday. Today, many of
us live together in First Nation commu-
nities. Over the years, we’ve had to
introduce man-made systems to treat
sewage, remove harmful pollutants and
deliver safe drinking water. An
adequate supply of water is especially
important if there’s a fire. Pumping
equipment should be properly main-
tained and tested regularly so that when
an emergency arises you can rely on it
to give us fire protection.”
Quote from Gordon Tootosis from the

Poundmaker First Nation in northwest-
ern Saskatchewan Province, Canada.
This is from a video produced for water
and health education for First Nations by
Birdsong Communications Ltd. in 1994.
You can view it online at: <http://www.a
inc-inac.gc.ca/H2O/vi/vid_e.html>.

Mark Moran



integrated and supported framework
appears to have a lot to offer. Strong
points of the framework include:
• fosters community involvement,

employment and health promotion
• values the role of managing water qual-

ity as a key issue for public-health
protection requiring specific training
(which may translate to a paid position
in certain communities)

• enables a community to specify their
water quality testing regime

• planning for emergency response mech-
anisms to protect public health

• funding provided for capacity-building
and operator training 

• recognition of importance of ongoing
maintenance and allocation of funds
accordingly.
CAT’s experiences in remote communi-

ties show that capacity building is crucial
to ensuring the sustainability of technolo-
gies, in combination with access to higher
level technical skills where required. 
The multi-tiered approach to technical
support in the Canadian model should
enable a higher skill level to be accessible
for more major repairs and servicing.
However, it is important to remember
that the Canadian model is a framework
only, and that the operational success of
the approach will depend upon the on-
ground effectiveness of training, health
promotion and the level of community
empowerment. 

Nerida Beard
Centre for Appropriate Technology, 

Alice Springs
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#12 Choosing the right door
#13 Choosing a landfill method
#14 Dust control
#15 Choosing the right toilet
#16 House warming
#17 Landfill design
#18 Pit toilets
#19 Maintaining your tip
#20 Local radio networks
#21 Water bores
#22 Used oil
#23 Waterless composting toilets
#24 Managing liquid fuel risk
#25 How to get a wheelchair
#26 Maintaining roads
#27 Septic tanks and absorption 

trenches
#28 Looking after your computer 

in the bush
#29 Pump selection and storage for

water supplies
#30 Basic community airstrip 

inspections
For a free copy of a BUSH TECH, TECH
POSTER, telephone CAT on (08) 8951
4311.

Our Place Radio show is now in its fifth year. Adrian Shaw
produces a twenty minute report each fortnight, which
presents the voices and perspectives of Indigenous people
along with commentary on a technology theme. The major
themes are energy planning, communication, health,
housing, water, training and transport.

CAT PRODUCTS AND SERVICES

BUSH TECH POSTERS
#1 How to look after your bore
#2 When it’s time to change the oil 

BUSH TECHS
BUSH TECHS tell you what we’ve learnt
about working with technology in remote
communities. 

Many are fact sheets. Some summarise
emerging issues.

BUSH TECHS are published in each issue
of Our Place.

#1 Hot water
#2 Renewable energy 
#3 Stormwater harvesting
#4 Rainwater harvesting
#5 Gas fittings
#6 Carbon farming
#7 Feasibility of gas and dual fuel
#8 How to get a telephone
#9 Disinfecting a rainwater tank

#10 Creek crossings
#11 Maintaining your air conditioner
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Our Place Radio is broadcast on
community radio stations across

mainland Australia and in the Torres
Strait Islands. 

• CAAMA 8KIN FM (100.5 FM), Alice
Springs

• Radio Larrakia (93.7 FM), Darwin
• Walpiri Media, Yuendumu
• 6AR, Perth
• Nggaayatjarra Media, Wingellina
• Mulba Radio, Port Hedland
• 6GME (99.7 FM), Broome 
• 6FX (936 AM), Fitzroy Crossing
• 6PRK (98.1 FM), Halls Creek
• 6WR (693 AM), Kununurra 
• 3CR (855 AM), Melbourne 
• 3KND, Melbourne
• Gadigal Information Service (93.7

FM), Sydney 

• 4AAA (98.9 FM), Brisbane 
• 4CLM (98.7 FM), Cairns 
• 4K1G (107.1 FM), Townsville 
• 4MOB (100.9 FM), Mt Isa
• 5UV Radio Adelaide (101.5), Adelaide 
• 5UMA (89.1 FM), Port Augusta
• 5NPY Media Umuwa (101.3 FM), 

Pitjatjantjara Lands 

BRACS stations in the Top End via
TEABBA (Top End Aboriginal Bush
Broadcasting Association); in the Pilbara
and Kimberley via PAKAM (Pilbara and
Kimberley Aboriginal Media Associa-
tion); in the Torres Strait Islands on Moa
Island, Yam Island and via TSIMA (TSI
Media Association).

Other stations pick up the show via the
National Indigenous Radio Service and
TAPE, the Aboriginal Program Exchange.

Our Place Radio



As obvious as it sounds, nurses are not doctors. They are not
chemists, either. But, as Jennifer Cramer’s book points out,

nurses in remote Aboriginal communities often perform the roles
of doctors, pharmacists, specialist health professionals and other
jobs outside the scope of their training or experience. The well-
being of Aboriginal people, and of the nurses that serve them, is
suffering as a result.

The author is ideally qualified to speak out on the sorry state
of health services in indigenous communities. Her commitment
to this field is obvious – Cramer’s long history of working in the
area of Aboriginal health began in 1979 when she started as a
remote area nurse in the Pitjantjatjara lands of South Australia,
and she worked in community health in Africa prior to that.
Cramer has a string of qualifications including a PhD in nursing,
and in writing this book combines her extensive practical expe-
rience with academic rigour. 

This book focuses on the central desert community of Warbur-
ton, Western Australia, a town mainly populated by the
Ngaanyatjarra people. It is the result of a 12-month study of
health care services in the area, and draws upon Cramer’s earlier
studies of remote area health issues in other parts of the country. 

The main shortfall that Cramer identifies is something she
calls amorphous practice: the roles, responsibilities and duties of
remote nurses differ hugely from those in metropolitan areas,
and vary according to the nurse, the place and the situation. She
identifies three interrelated parts of this theme. The first of these,
detachment, outlines the nurses’ isolation from the structures
needed to support them and guide their actions. Diffusion is the
term given to the “jack of all trades” nature of nursing in remote
areas, and beyond the nursing domain refers to the widespread
occurrence of nurses operating outside of their professional
capacity and training. 

Issues faced by remote nurses in their daily duties include
unstable work conditions, constant staff turnover, being effec-
tively “always on call”, a lack of training and preparation for the
special demands of remote nursing, and a nebulous definition of
what their job actually entails. These rubbery rules mean that
highly questionable standards and practices are often
normalised. Remote Aboriginal peoples’ expectations of health
care are largely shaped by the individual nature of service
provided by their local nurse. As such, they have often been
unaware of their right to a standard of health care comparable to
that provided for other Australians, and have not known of the
avenues of complaint available to them. 

It would be an entirely misleading diagnosis to place the blame
for this amorphous practice solely at the feet of individual
nurses. In fact, Sounding the Alarm makes it apparent that this
behaviour is the result of a systematically under-resourced and
maligned health system, which has failed to meet the needs of
remote nurses and Aboriginal people for decades. Cramer charts
the history of nursing services in Warburton from the opening of
a “hospital” in 1954 (a misleading name because it implies that
a doctor and other health services are present), where, with
occasional help from missionaries, the sole nurse saw between
40 – 90 outpatients per day and cared for over 100 people admit-
ted to hospital during that year. The excessive and unreasonable
expectations placed on remote nurses, and the grave implications
these have for Aboriginal health, are still present today.

Cramer makes the point that the poor standard of health serv-
ice provided to Aboriginal people would be intolerable in the
broader Australian society, and reflects the status of indigenous
people in the eyes of the dominant culture. She argues that the
solution is not just a matter of “better education” for nurses, but
external public scrutiny of health service providers and their
codes of professional practice, and of nursing as actually prac-
ticed in remote settings, in order to ensure consistency with the
aims and standards of nursing. 

The reality, as Cramer acknowledges, is that this scrutiny
would reveal such chronic under-resourcing of indigenous health
services as to warrant their radical overhaul. This requires not
only a substantial injection of money, but a fundamental reap-
praisal of how these services are provided.     

Sounding the Alarm is alarming without being sensationalist,
and calmly and pragmatically outlines the pressing need for
action from health organisations, state and federal governments
to address these issues. It makes a valuable contribution to the
area of indigenous health by casting light onto an aspect which
rarely emerges into public awareness – the quality of health care
in remote communities. Resting on this awareness is Aboriginal
people’s right to the same standard of health care as the broader
community. 

Jennifer Cramer
SOUNDING THE ALARM 

University of Western Australia Press, $38.95pb, 266pp
Reviewed by Ken Turner

EDITORS NOTE: It is regrettable that UWA Press has inappropriately
used the word “Aboriginals” as a noun in the subtitle.
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32 Priest Street, Alice Springs NT 0870
telephone 08 8951 4311 fax 08 8951 4333
email workshop@icat.org.au visit www.icat.org.au

Chip Heater
The Chip heater was designed for people living

in remote communities. It provides a practical

and economic alternative to solar hot water

systems.

The Chip heater;

• holds 78 litres of water

• has a fire box at the bottom

• is fuel efficient

• requires low maintenance

The CAT workshop manufactures bush-

hardy products for remote locations. The

workshop can also help with custom-made

solutions.

Workshop products are for sale on a cost

recovery basis. For specifications and prices,

telephone 08 8951 4311.


