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Disclaimer 

The contents of this report are made in good faith upon the basis of information available at the time.  The 

information should be considered as management advice only.  John Robinson Consulting Services Pty Ltd, nor 

its servants or agents will be liable for any loss or other consequences (whether or not due to the negligence of 

John Robinson Consulting Services Pty Ltd) arising out of the services rendered.   

In the case of a Court of Law finding John Robinson Consulting Services Pty Ltd liable for a loss suffered by the 

client as a result of services rendered, the limit of loss, damage or otherwise for which John Robinson Consulting 

Services Pty Ltd will be liable, will be limited to an amount not exceeding the maximum fee charged by John 

Robinson Consulting Services Pty Ltd for the particular service in respect of which the loss arose. 
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Gulf Academy Project Reports explanation.   
This document is one of three developed in the course of establishing the feasibility of, and 

business case for, the Gulf Academy.   

The documents are responses to the following questions.   

Is the broad concept of a Gulf Academy a good idea?   

If the answer to this is “Yes”…. 

Would the idea be feasible in the current strategic context of the Lower Gulf of Carpentaria? 

If the answer to this is “Yes””…. 

Is there is a business case for it?   

If the answer to this is “Yes”…. 

How would it best be implemented?   

……………………. 

The Strategic Review document addresses the questions, “Is the concept a good idea and 

would it be feasible in the strategic context of the Lower Gulf? 

The Business Case document continues to address the feasibility question as well as 

confirming what the business case is.  

The Implementation Plan focuses, primarily on the final question of implementation, 

however it does contain elements of the previous documents.   

On this point, the reader should note that all three documents, while linked, are designed to 

stand alone.  As such there is some repetition across the documents, particularly in relation 

to statistics, research, and structures.       

 

The authors of this document would like to recognise the contribution that the project 

steering committee made to the development of these documents, through their active 

involvement and guidance into the feasibility of the Gulf Academy project.   

The Steering Committee, over the life of the project comprised:   

 Ms Kimberly Chan – Burke Shire Council 

 Troy Fraser – CEO Doomadgee Aboriginal Shire Council  

 Clare Keenan – CEO Burke Shire Council 

 Phil Keirle – Kierle Co Pty Ltd 

 Fred Pascoe – Bynoe CAC Director 

 Wade Richardson – Bynoe CAC Chair. 

 Sharon Robinson – Bynoe 

 Kyle Yanner – Mayor, Mornington Island Council 
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Gulf Academy Business Case 

Purpose:   

This document is a Business Case for a Gulf Academy.  

Background:   

This Business Case has been developed by John Robinson Consulting Services Pty Ltd (JRCS) in 

close cooperation with Bynoe Community Advancement Cooperative Society Limited (Bynoe) 

and assisted by a Gulf Savannah Development (GSD) supported Project Steering Committee 

(PSC) representing interests across the Lower Gulf of Carpentaria.  It is unlike other Business 

Cases that we have worked on in that it is primarily a case for a way of doing things in relation 

to the education, employment, health and wellbeing opportunities for young people in the 

Lower Gulf - not only identifying what needs to be done to achieve positive, sustainable 

outcomes for young people in the Lower Gulf, but most importantly it identifies how things 

need to be done.   

Our research supporting the Business Case has confirmed that while the Gulf Academy is 

about inputs, activities, outputs and outcomes, it is also about how these inputs, activities, 

outputs and outcomes best take place to realise real and sustainable positive impacts for 

young people in the Lower Gulf.  It is about the way education, employment and social 

development of young people is done across the region, supporting them toward a goal of 

employment and economic independence.     

This Business Case has been many years in development.  It started with a story, an 

unfortunate one at the time, but one that has led to a positive way of thinking about the 

challenges across the region.  Like all foundation stories it is a narrative of aspiration, 

adversity, stark reality, struggle, opportunity and eventually an uplifting ending.  The story of 

the Gulf Academy has not been fully told yet; it is in its final chapter, and if this goes well 

there may well be a sequel.     

A story – where this all started. 

“Around ten years ago Bynoe CACS was approached by a Gulf based cattle business.  

The business was one that worked across the industry, from its base in the Gulf, 

providing labour to the cattle industry across the Top End of Australia.  It had a proud 

history of providing training and employment for the local people and was well 

regarded in the industry. 

Bynoe was approached by the owner of the cattle business, to be involved in what 

sounded like a great opportunity.  The business wanted a hundred young people to be 

trained and work in the cattle industry, with employment opportunities already lined 

up across the Top End, offering good pay and conditions.  The requirement was 

straightforward, the applicants had to be physically fit and drug and alcohol free.  

Bynoe was asked to assist in finding these one hundred people.   
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More than one hundred individuals presented for consideration.   Only two, after 

testing, were drug and alcohol free to the extent required by OH&S regulations.   

It was at this point that Bynoe and many of the employers in the industry realised that 

this was an indicator of a much greater problem.  Bynoe, local employers, local 

councils and community-based organisations have made various attempts since then 

to build opportunities for local people, and particularly young people, to be trained 

and gain employment.  Across the Lower Gulf various programs and supports have 

been put in place in attempts to support the educational and employment 

development of young people.  They do not appear to have made much difference 

over the years.    

Indigenous cattle workers were once famous for their abilities in this part of the world, 

so much so that there were in demand in the neighbouring NT and as far away as the 

Kimberley.     Cattle producers are now forced to engage teams from the south to work 

country that has traditionally been managed and worked on by local people.  This 

costs more and also further decreases local people’s opportunity to work on and 

connect with their country.   

Many in the lower Gulf have thought about all of this and have made various attempts 

over the years to change things.  Some have been successful in getting support 

programs up and running and do it well.  Others have been less successful.   

People in the Lower Gulf, particularly those working at the community level have come 

to recognise that the issue at hand here is not just about employment.  It is about 

creating a future for young people that maximises their opportunities to succeed and 

be the backbone of safe and vibrant communities.  They know that this will not happen 

by stitching together the range of current support programs potentially available.  

They have tried that.  What is needed is an approach that is about the Lower Gulf and 

the people in it, an approach that recognises the strength and potential of these 

people and their place and gives them a real say and involvement in crafting the 

future.”                         

………….. 

This Business Case is about matching the intended benefits of a Gulf Academy with the 

investment required to realise that benefit.  The elements of the Business Case establish the 

following:  
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The proposition

The benefit sought 
overall

The context

Likely cost

The proposition 
refined

Who is involved

Implementation

Conclusion –  A good 
investment? 

 

It is important to note at this point that the approach taken departs from a traditional 

Business Case, reflecting: 

 The significant influence that context will have on effective implementation. 

 The interplay that exists between implementation and potential cost.   
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The overall benefit sought.   

Ultimately those promoting the Gulf Academy want to see a culturally, socially and 

economically strong Lower Gulf region.  They recognise that what they want to achieve exists 

within a challenging context, a context that is complex and made-up of separate and yet 

interdependent parts.  They view the Gulf Academy as making a positive difference in the 

Lower Gulf as a critical part of a much larger picture which will positively impact the cultural, 

social and economic fabric of the region in a positive and sustainable way.    

The contribution they want to make to this positive future is through working to produce 

“Self-reliant adults capable of competing equitably for employment, business, educational 

and cultural opportunities within the region and beyond”. 

These words were developed in response to conversations with the Project Steering 

Committee for the Gulf Academy during the Strategic Review process of this project.   In full, 

the statement was that:     

“The Gulf Academy is currently described as a community-controlled institution/facility 

established to nurture young people from across the Gulf region in a culturally 

appropriate, holistic environment that focuses on their cultural, social, and emotional 

needs, while at the same time providing them with a quality education and training, to 

support their transition into adulthood and employment. 

Our vision is for our communities to thrive by investing in the capabilities and future of 

our young people. 

     

Conversations with stakeholders and potential partners in the Gulf Academy since February 

2021 have confirmed that a great deal of benefit will flow to the individuals, families, 

communities and businesses of the Lower Gulf through ensuring that young people in the 

region are self-reliant, capable individuals able to equitably access employment, business, 

educational and cultural opportunities within the region and externally.   

Importantly these benefits are not related to educational and employment outcomes alone.  

Those who have been working on the Gulf Academy concept for all these years understand 

that positive educational and employment outcomes will only be achieved if the contributing 

variables of culture, family, health (physical and mental), safety and an individual’s 

engagement with all of these things are factored in and responded to.   
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In broad terms, the diagram below summarises what the Gulf Academy is seeking to address.  

  Gulf Academy Target Groups / Youth cohorts 

 

Year 5-6 (10-
11 yo) 
Disengaged 
&/or Expelled  

Year 7-10 (12-
15 yo) 
Disengaged 
&/or Expelled 

Year 11 & 12 (16-
17 yo) not in 
education, 
employment or 
training 

18-21 yo not in 
employment, 
education or 
training 

Students 
engaged in 
education but 
on holidays 

Barrier to a 
productive 
future 

Lack of strong connection to country, culture and community 

Limited education attainment  

 Lack of locally in-demand skills 
and qualifications 

 

Boredom.  Lack of engaging local activities and opportunities 

Need 

Activities and opportunities that strengthen connection to country, culture 
and community 

Time away from pressures and distractions that are present in the community 

 Training & qualification in locally 
in-demand skills & qualifications 
with job placements 

 

Short to medium term interventions to reengage in education 
and to build an education, training and employment pathway 

School 
holidays 
engagements  

Drug & Alcohol use and abuse interventions ranging from education, provision 
of alternative activities and building peer support through to therapeutic 
response for some 

Familiarisation with local employment opportunities and trends and the skills 
and qualifications required for entry 

 

How these needs may be met make up the core of the Business Case.   
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What makes up the Gulf Academy concept?  

The following is a summary of the suggested components of the Gulf Academy.  The 

elements of the Gulf Academy model are established through asking and responding to a 

series of linked questions.  (A more detailed explanation of the elements appears later in this 

document.)   

Element 1.   
What is the challenge that Leaders want to address?  The message is clear, Leaders want to 

address the poor Social and Economic Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people in the Lower Gulf. 

Element 2:   
The starting point in thinking about the Gulf Academy is to ask, what will it achieve, within 

the context of the previous element?  What will its impact be?  The impact will be that it will 

significantly contribute to:   

 

 

Element 3:   

How will the Gulf Academy contribute to a culturally, socially, and economically strong Lower 

Gulf?  It will do this through achieving an outcome of:   

 

 

 

 

Element 4:   
What are the key policies that the Gulf Academy is responding to?     

The Gulf Academy is deeply grounded in two policies.  The Closing the Gap and the Northern 

Australia Development agendas focus on ensuring that the lives of people in the Lower Gulf 

are safe and economically secure, with opportunities, particularly for Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people, to appropriately access the cultural, social, educational, and economic 

opportunities available to them.     

It is this strategic policy bedrock upon which the Gulf Academy will be built.   

 

 

 

  

Culturally, socially and economically strong Lower Gulf 

Self-reliant adults capable of competing equitably for employment, business, 

educational and cultural opportunities within the region and beyond”. 

The Bedrock – Closing the Gap and Northern Australia Development Agenda 
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Element 5:   
What links this policy bedrock to the outcome and eventual impact?  The starting point is a 

person-centred approach to working with young people across the Lower Gulf to accurately 

and consistently assess their cultural, social, educational and employment needs and 

aspirations.  This assessment is a platform for and a guide to their development path.   

 

Element 6:  

  
 

 

 

The Intake Assessment will inform a significant Gulf Academy Foundation Program (GAFP) 

focusing on the cultural, social, and educational development of young people across the 

Lower Gulf.   

This will take the form of a life-skills and preparation program catering to students from Years 

5-9. It will operate out of a purposely built, Normanton based (site to be identified) 

residential facility, that can cater to 40 students at any given time.  

The training delivered will be based on Education Queensland’s Indigenous Leaders of the 

Future Program and will involve students undertaking a series of training ‘blocks’, each of 3 x 

week’s duration, over the course of a calendar year.  

The GAFP will operate on a rolling program basis and be made available to four distinct 

cohorts (Years 5-6, 7, 8, 9), thereby enabling it to be delivered to up to 160 students per year 

i.e., 4 x cohorts of 40 students undertaking 3 x blocks (of 3 x weeks training) per calendar 

year = 36 weeks of training delivered by the GAFP. 

The Foundation Program will be delivered from a culturally and educationally appropriate 

facility potentially in or around Normanton, with participants drawn from across the Lower 

Gulf.  (At the time of finalising this report we have been made aware that traditional owners 

of Bentinck Island are also open to considering the utilisation of current infrastructure on the 

island for use as a site for the GAFP.)  

As the name implies, this is about establishing a foundation for future success, irrespective of 

what educational, employment and life pathway young people may choose.   

 

  

Gulf Academy Foundation Program – cultural, social and educational 

development for young people across the Lower Gulf 
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Element7:   
The Gulf Academy model accepts that young people will come to it with a variety of needs, 

both in nature and severity.  It also recognises the reality of significant levels of substance 

misuse amongst young people in the region.  As such, targeted Alcohol and Other Drug 

support will be linked to the Foundation Program, managed through the Intake Assessment 

process.   

 

 

Element 8:   
The Foundation Program will be useful, but it will not be enough to achieve the impact 

sought; it is the critical first step.  What comes next?   

 

 

 

 

Gulf Academy Opportunity Enhancement Program is about the options available through an 

integrated Gulf Academy approach, with the Foundation Program forming a pipeline of young 

people ready to take up further development opportunities.   

It is about enhancing opportunities relating to:  

 The availability, level, and nature of education available in Normanton, as the “capital 

of the Lower Gulf”.  

 Having a culturally and educationally appropriate boarding facility available to cater 

for young people from across the Lower Gulf, to take advantage of the centre of 

education and training excellence that Normanton could be.   

 Having strong and practical pathways for young people to undertake locally tailored 

vocational education, with a direct and strong connection to local employment. 

 Young people leaving the Gulf for external educational and training opportunities.   

The sub elements consist of: 

 An educational institution / school in Normanton, providing access to year 11 and 12 

education focused on school-based apprenticeships / traineeships. 

 An associated vocational education and training facility, providing (initially) targeted 

Cert I & II training, linked to job placement.   

 A boarding facility for students / trainees participating in education and vocational 

training in Normanton.   

 Structured assistance, linked to the Foundation Program, for those young people 

taking up education options at boarding sites outside of the Lower Gulf. 

Targeted AOD 

support 

School – Normanton 

inc Yr 11-12 

Boarding - 

Normanton 

VET / Employment 

pathways 
Education ex Gulf 

Gulf Academy Opportunity Enhancement Program 
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This element recognises that young people and their families will benefit from choices being 

available for their educational and employment futures, within and external to the region.  It 

is the access to these options and their application that will significantly contribute to having 

self-reliant adults capable of competing equitably for employment, business, educational and 

cultural opportunities within the Lower Gulf and beyond.   

Element 9:   
There is a lot to the Gulf Academy.  How will it all come together and how will it be 

sustained?   

As noted previously, the Gulf Academy is an idea that has been fermenting for some time.  

Over this time, those involved have confirmed a number of principles that will guide the 

establishment, operation, and sustainability of the Gulf Academy.  They are:   

 

 

 

There are many stakeholders and partners involved in establishing, maintaining, and 

sustaining the Gulf Academy.  Many of these have worked together over the years to address 

educational, social, and economic issues across the Lower Gulf.  The Gulf Academy is a 

significant initiative and as such demands an open and collaborative approach to its 

development and operation, one that brings all appropriate government organisations 

together with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, organisations, and communities 

across the Lower Gulf.   

Importantly the Gulf Academy is a place-based initiative, one that brings the history and 

characteristics of the Lower Gulf together in an integrated ‘person and place’ approach that 

focuses on outcomes for young people, their families, communities and ultimately all living in 

the Lower Gulf.  The nature of the place-based approach and the partnering that will drive it 

will be formalised with government and other parties as part of the overall process of 

establishing the Gulf Academy.   

 

 

Every element and component of the Gulf Academy must contribute to building the 

individual and collective capacity / agency of young people across the region and those 

organisations that will contribute to the Gulf Academy, particularly those community-

controlled organisations involved.  Building the cultural, educational, employment and 

economic capability of individuals, families, organisations and partnering businesses across 

the region is fundamental to achieving a strong and sustainable Lower Gulf region.   

 

 

 

Shared decision making & place-based partnering 

Strengthening individual & collective capacity /agency  
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Despite the recognition of the strategic importance of Northern Australia, it could be argued 

that the Lower Gulf is the region that misses out – it is between two regions that for a range 

of reasons attract a significant level of government (and philanthropic) interest and support: 

Cape York and North East Arnhem Land.  While recognising the inequity in this, those 

involved in the development of the Gulf Academy want to build on what is in place and 

working, particularly in relation to the provision of government services.  Their focus is to 

build and improve on what is in place, including those things currently delivered by 

government.     

 

 

 

The prohibition of cultural practice under past Protection policies has had a devastating 

impact on cultural practice in the lower Gulf. The loss of language, in particular, has 

decimated cultural practice. Without language, sacred stories could not be transferred from 

generation to generation and important ceremonies could not be performed.   

Many Elders report that this suppression of culture over many decades lies at the heart of 

the disengagement and sense of hopelessness felt by many Lower Gulf young people and 

their families.  Those leading the concept of the Gulf Academy have a strong view that a 

focus on culture and language among young people across the region will assist in 

recapturing the structural and societal norms and disciplines that underpin strong families 

and communities.  It is a necessary catalyst for change and making that change stick in the 

future.     

This is not to be an “add on”.  Culture and language will be integrated into everything the 

Gulf Academy does.   

 

 

 

Those organisations working on establishing the Gulf Academy are made up of many people.  

Amongst them is a young, educated set of individuals, well versed in the collection and 

analysis of information and data.  Quality data and information is vital in enabling individuals, 

families, and communities to self-assess, and hence, to establish the foundation for strategy 

development. It is critical to planning, co-design, and co-production. 

A key principle of the Gulf Academy is to continue to build on this capability to work with 

government to collect and access data relevant to the Academy and use this to support 

evidenced based decision making and, in turn, assist in the measurement and evaluation of 

progress (at an individual, program and Gulf Academy-wide level) toward the outcomes 

identified and the impact that this initiative makes across the region.   

Improving what we have 

Culture & Language 

 Using our data 
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The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community-controlled sector is a vibrant and vital 

part of our society. 

Community controlled organisations have delivered significant successes in service delivery 

and economic development across the Lower Gulf.  They are major employers of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander people and because they deliver culturally appropriate services, for 

many, they are the ‘provider’ of choice. The sector serves as a vehicle for Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander self-determined development. They are also significant employers 

within the regional economy.  

These organisations have a real stake in the future of young people, their families, and 

communities across the Lower Gulf.  They are not going anywhere; they are rooted in their 

communities and the region and as such will be available to support the Gulf Academy over 

the years and decades to a point of sustainability.    

 

 

 

The principle here is to work with those partners who can assist the establishment and 

operation of the Gulf Academy, in addition to and in support of the formal government 

partnerships mentioned previously.  Wherever possible the Gulf Academy will partner with 

those who can provide guidance, expertise, support, and resourcing, while ensuring that the 

principle of community control remains in play.     

 

 

 

The Gulf Academy is a unique and ambitious initiative, containing several major components.  

It can only be achieved through a viable partnership between the Gulf communities, 

governments, the business community sectors and, through a comprehensive process of Co-

design and co-production – where each of the partners has skin in the game. This principle is 

based on a line of argument that working in a truly place-based way involves working in the 

intersection between community and economic development, service delivery and advocacy 

for service and program improvement. 1 

 

1 Adapted from A Framework for Responding to Place Based Disadvantage: An Excerpt from a Scan of Social Disadvantage in Queensland 

2010 Action Plan. Uniting Care Centre for Social Justice 2010. 

Community control 

Partnering to get a result 

Co-design 
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While a simple concept, place-based work is about dealing with competing approaches to 

working with disadvantage, as expressed below.   

Tensions do exist between these perspectives on developing, maintaining, and sustaining the 

Gulf Academy and will best be managed through a well-designed an enduring Co-design 

process, one which is different from and far more iterative than the well-travelled 

consultation approach or the failed imposed solution approaches of the past - it is the 

process of involving the end-user with other stakeholders in the design of products or 

services. The process tracks through the phases of discovery, analysis, and refinement to 

produce an outcome.   
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It is crucially important that Co-design activity is Co-design and not co-implementation.  2  

Based on observations over the last thirty years, there is a real risk that an initiative like the 

Gulf Academy could be driven by the bureaucracy, rather than the Lower Gulf community.   

Conclusion: 
When all the elements come together it looks like this.   

 

It is a model composed of many parts which is likely to evolve.  Co-design will assist in this; 

however, the evolution will need to be supported by strong, enduring and yet flexible 

governance and operational management arrangements.  Potential governance 

arrangements are addressed later in this document.      

 

 

 

 

  

 

2 This was a key point from the NDIS East Arnhem Co-design Project Evaluation Final Report, prepared for the Department of Prime Minister 
and Cabinet in June 2018.   The evaluation found that Stakeholders believed the Co-Design project was incorrectly named as it was designed 
in the National Disability Insurance Agency (NDIA) head office without their input.  It is an example of what can (and does) happen. 
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The context. 

The Gulf Academy exists within a demographic, cultural, social and economic context.  

Statistics on individual towns and communities provide one context and the reported lived 

experience of individuals from the region provide another, adding a richness and texture to 

the numbers.   We need to look through both of these lenses to develop a clear picture of the 

context of the Gulf Academy and the context it will operate within.    

The lived experience. 
In conversations with individuals in the region the lived experience is one where life can be 

hard.  For some families housing is crowded, incomes are low and substance misuse can draw 

on the already limited resources that families have.  Some families struggle to function as a 

family with poor previous experiences with parenting and family violence and other trauma 

playing a part in this.  One person interviewed noted that:  

“Our kids do not know what it is to be a kid in a functioning family, our parents do not 

know how to be part of a functioning family and our families do not know how to be 

part of a strong community.”  3 

In many cases individuals suffer from poor health, often, multiple disorders.  Poor diet as a 

consequence of restricted access to affordable nourishing food exacerbates many of the 

health issues individuals have and, in some families, regular and sufficient access to food 

itself is an issue.   

In a number of the conversations had, people reported concerns about offending and 

criminal activity, particularly among young people.  Often, reportedly, this was associated 

with substance misuse and or, simply, boredom.  In one conversation a person reported that 

a number of young people had smashed a significant number of car windows in the 

community overnight, including windows in their own vehicle.  When asked about a potential 

trigger for this destruction, the person responded: 

“Nothing triggered it, kids are simply bored!” 

In another incident a break-in was recorded on closed circuit television (CCTV) and the young 

persons involved were identified.  On viewing the CCTV footage an observation was made by 

a community leader that: 

“These kids were clever, the way they broke in.  They were really creative.  It was a bit 

like watching ‘Ocean’s Eleven’ on the CCTV.  It would be great if they could use this 

creativity for positive things rather than getting into trouble.” 

A number of people mentioned “trauma” in the conversations that were had, both in the 

historic context of the Lower Gulf being one of the frontiers of colonisation and in daily life in 

the communities.  One person reported for example that:  

 

3 Note:  This comment was not provided as a criticism of individual, families, and communities.  It was offered, by a community leader, as an 
observation of what the situation is for many and what needs to change.   
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“The lives that our kids live are traumatic, there is always some shit going on.  It never 

stops.” 

Conversations about young people getting into trouble often quickly moved toward 

comments about them lacking self-discipline and structure and in many instances, this led to 

observations about the need for young people to engage with their culture, as a way of 

putting some structure around their lives.  In reviewing notes taken of conversations over the 

life of this Business Case project the need for cultural renewal and strengthening, (including 

language renewal and strengthening) was a dominant theme.   

When individuals spoke of their young people, conversations often drifted quickly to the 

provision of services for young people, their families, and communities more generally.  A 

common perception was that service providers, and in particular, those not resident in the 

Lower Gulf really did not understand the communities they are working in and the history 

and cultures of country they deliver services on.  Many people noted that service provision 

efforts did not appear to have involved local people in their design or delivery architecture.  It 

needs to be noted at this point that there were also examples provided of organisations that 

do provide services that successfully assist individuals, families, and communities.  The 

organisations identified as being effective tended to be community owned and operated 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisations with a long-term history of delivery across 

the region.    

People were keen to talk about the future for their young people.  Many wanted young 

people to have a future in the Lower Gulf, close to family and on country.  They spoke of 

there being education and employment opportunities across the region which their children 

could access if appropriately training and prepared.  A number of the people spoken with had 

left the Lower Gulf to further their education, primarily through opportunities offered by 

boarding at facilities in Queensland and Australia more broadly.  While most of these people 

reported personal benefits associated with going away to be educated, they also reported 

less positive aspects of their experience.  These included, the unfamiliarity of the boarding 

experience and the need to culturally adapt, homesickness and loneliness, difference in 

educational levels in community as compared to those associated with the boarding 

experience, and social and cultural dislocation from their home communities, during 

boarding and on their return.  The external boarding education experience is a useful one, 

particularly for those with a high level of academic ability and a trajectory focused on 

progress towards university.  However, it is not for all, and often does not provide access to 

Vocational Education and Training (VET) options relevant to the jobs market in the Lower Gulf 

and often comes at a cost (and not just financial).   

Parents also spoke of their frustration around young people finishing their education and / or 

returning from boarding not being able to obtain employment.  This frustration was, at times, 

explained by their observation that:  

“There are jobs in the region, but our kids do not seem to get them or stay in them.” 
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A number of people spoke of structural and legal impediments to local people getting work.  

At the top of the list was the regulations surrounding the “Blue Card”.  In some cases, this 

was related to difficulty in providing proof of identification, in others it was related to prior 

offending.    

While the preceding narrative may appear to be “reporting the negative” it needs to be 

balanced with the optimism expressed by many.  That optimism was around an observation 

that things could change for the better and will change if: 

 communities, parents and young people are involved in that change,  

 solutions come from, and are tailored to, the Lower Gulf,  

 culture is restored and sustained so that it’s at the centre of any change,  

 addressing the change happens in partnership with government and industry, with 

communities being equal partners, and finally,  

 it is recognised that the needed change will take significant time, but it needs to start.   

The observations reported above are supported by the data that is available for the region.  

Below is a summary of what the data tells us about the context within which a Gulf Academy 

can be developed and sustained.   

 

  



   
Confidential 

 

  John Robinson Consulting Services Pty Ltd                                                                                                       Page 23 of 106 

The numbers. 

Relative disadvantage.   

The Lower Gulf is one of the most socially and economically disadvantaged regions in 

Australia.  The Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA) is a product developed by the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics that ranks areas in Australia according to relative socio-

economic advantage and disadvantage. The indexes are based on information from the five-

yearly Census.4 Despite the last census being conducted in 2016, there is little evidence that 

things may have changed significantly for the better in the years since.  The scores for the 

region indicate significant levels of disadvantage generally and in relation to economic 

resources available to the population. 5 

(Explanation of the terms:  Quintiles run from 1-5, with 1 being the lowest. Percentiles run 

from 1 to 100 with 1 being the lowest.  A SEIFA score is created using information about 

people and households in a particular area. This score is standardised against a mean of 1000 

with a standard deviation of 100.)   

Index of Relative Socio-economic Advantage and Disadvantage (IRSAD) 

Distribution - describes the relative level of advantage / disadvantage. 

SEIFA by Local 

Government Area 

SEIFA Quintile SEIFA Percentile Score 

Carpentaria  1 10 874 

Doomadgee 1 2 660 

Kowanyama 1 3 676 

Mornington 1 4 715 

Pormpuraaw 1 5 731 

 

  

 

 
5https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/2033.0.55.001~2016~Main%20Features~IRSAD%20Interactive%20Map

~16  

https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/2033.0.55.001~2016~Main%20Features~IRSAD%20Interactive%20Map~16
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/2033.0.55.001~2016~Main%20Features~IRSAD%20Interactive%20Map~16
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Index of Economic Resources (IER) Distribution - Describes the overall 

access to economic resources of people in the area.   

SEIFA by Local 

Government Area 

SEIFA Quintile SEIFA Percentile Score 

Burke Shire 1 9 864 

Carpentaria Shire 1 9 865 

Doomadgee  1 1 534 

Kowanyama 1 1 536 

Mornington Island 1 3 571 

Pormpuraaw 1 5 638 

 

Population.     

At the 2016 Census, the six Shires of the Lower Gulf had a total resident population of 6,527 

persons while the surrounding Shires of Cloncurry, Cook, Croydon, Ethridge, and McKinlay 

had a total resident population of 9,147. 6 

 

Resident Population by LGA, 2016 Census 

Lower Gulf Shires Persons  Outer Shires Persons 

Burke (S) 328  Cloncurry (S) 3,032 

Carpentaria (S) 1,958  Cook (S) 4,226 

Doomadgee (S) 1,405  Croydon (S) 294 

Kowanyama (S) 944  Ethridge (S) 799 

Mornington (S) 1,143  McKinlay (S) 796 

Pormpuraaw (S) 749  Outer Shires Total 9,147 

Lower Gulf Total 6,527    

 

Population growth in the Lower Gulf is projected to be well below that of Queensland as a 

whole.  Forecasts prepared by the Queensland Government Statistician's Office predict a 10% 

increase in the Region’s population between 2016 and 2041 compared with a forecast 46% 

increase for all of Queensland.  As shown below, Burke Shire has the highest growth within 

 

6 ABS Census Community Profiles https://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3310114.nsf/Home/2016%20Census%20Community%20Profiles 

https://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3310114.nsf/Home/2016%20Census%20Community%20Profiles
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the Region at 34% while Carpentaria Shire is forecast to experience a 3% population decline 

over the period.7 

 

Burke 
(S) 

Carpentaria 
(S) 

Doomadgee 
(S) 

Kowanyama 
(S) 

Mornington 
(S) 

Pormpuraaw 
(S) 

Lower Gulf 
Region 
Total 

All 
Queensland 

34% -3% 12% 11% 17% 15% 10% 48% 

These estimates are important as they indicate a need to maintain a population within the 

Lower Gulf if it is to grow economically.   

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people make up 73% of the Lower Gulf population.   

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander status by LGA 
 

Aboriginal Torres 

Strait 

Islander 

Both Total Non-Indigenous 

persons 

Total 

Persons 

 
Number Number % Number % Number 

Burke 128 4 0 133 40.5 127 38.7 328 

Carpentaria 763 19 19 808 41.3 991 50.6 1,958 

Doomadgee 1,304 4 5 1,312 93.4 73 5.2 1,405 

Kowanyama 863 8 12 856 90.7 81 8.6 994 

Mornington 959 6 15 983 86 130 11.4 1143 

Pormpuraaw 601 15 22 630 84.1 111 14.8 749          

Total 4,591 56 73 4,722 72.3 1513 23.2 6,527 

Queensland 148,943 21,053 16,493 186,482 4.0 4,211,020 89.5 4,703,193 

 

7 Queensland Government population projections, 2018 edition, Queensland Regional Database, Queensland Government Statistician's 
Office, Queensland Treasury 
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Family composition. 

28% of families within the region are one parent families compared to the Queensland 

average of 16.5% 

 

 

Housing  

In some parts of the region housing is stretched with multiple families making up households, 

and many households being overcrowded.     

Multiple family households 

 
Number % 

Burke 5 5.3 

Carpentaria 29 4.4 

Doomadgee 53 19.6 

Kowanyama 31 12.9 

Mornington 34 13.1 

Pormpuraaw 20 9.0 
 

  
Total 172 9.9 

Queensland rate 
 

1.8 
8 

 

8 Queensland Regional Profiles. 18 April 2021.  Queensland Government.   
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Overcrowding levels across the three largest population areas (Carpentaria, Doomadgee and 

Mornington) are significant.   

Overcrowding defined as dwelling 

needing one or more extra bedrooms.   
  

% 

Burke 
  

Carpentaria 18.80 

Doomadgee 44.50 

Mornington 41.50 
   

Qld Indigenous 10.50 

Qld Non-Indigenous. 2.70 

 

Homelessness. 

There are a significant number of people within the Region who meet the definition of 

homeless.9  At the last census this number was 503, at a rate of 611.6 per 10,000.  The 

Queensland average is 45.6 per 10,000.10  11 

 

 

9 Homelessness is defined as a lack of one or more of the following elements, that represent a “home”. The dwelling is inadequate, the 
individual has no tenure, or tenure is short and not extendable, does not allow them to have control of and access to space for social 
relations.   
10 ABS, Census of Population and Housing, 2016, Place Enumeration Profile – G03 and ABS 2049, Census of Population and Housing:  
Estimating Homelessness, 2016.   
11 Queensland Regional Profiles. 18 April 2021.  Queensland Government.   
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Preschool children.   

Although data from the Australian Early Development Census is incomplete it still provides a 

picture of the development of children in the Lower Gulf.     

Australian Early Development Census. 

Assessment of how children are developing before school. 

 
Domain Summary 
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Burke - - - - - - - 4 

Carpentaria 3.1 15.6 18.8 21.9 18.8 37.5 18.8 32 

Doomadgee - - - - - - - 19 

Kowanyama - 9.5 19 66.7 14.3 - 71.4 
 

Mornington 42.9 28.6 23.8 28.6 14.3 57.1 33.3 21 

Pormpuraaw - - - - - - - 
 

Queensland 12.3 11.9 10.5 8.0 10.1 25.9 13.9 61,781 

 

While this data set is incomplete, it is reasonable to observe that a significant portion of 

children in the Lower Gulf are developmentally vulnerable on a number of domains, as 

compared the Queensland figure.    

Department of Social Service payments.   

The region receives a significant level of social safety net support.  While this support is not 

restricted to the Department of Social Services, payments made by the department make up 

a significant portion of support for the region. Areas of marked difference when compared to 

the rest of Queensland include receipt of Disability Support Pension, Family Tax Benefit and 

Jobseeker payment.   (Note that this table does not include youth allowance data.  This 

appears later in this section.)   
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Department of Social Service Payments 

 
Aged 

Pension 

Carer 

Allowance 

Disability 

Support 

Pension 

Family Tax  

Benefit 

Jobseeker 
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R
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e 
(d

) 

Burke 10 41.3 <5 n.a 6 2.1 19 108.2 31 14.2 

Carpentaria 143 54.4 24 1.6 66 4.3 183 97.5 272 23.4 

Doomadgee 27 81.8 12 1.3 62 7 223 96.8 298 42.8 

Kowanyama 41 89.1 20 2.9 49 7 156 119.7 270 50.0 

Mornington 52 88.1 9 1.1 36 4.2 161 91.4 209 31.5 

Pormpuraaw 36 76.6 15 2.6 37 6.5 104 97 194 41.5 
           

Region 318 64.4 n.a n.a 256 5.3 846 100.5 1,274 34.0 

Queensland rate 63.5 
 

3.1 
 

3.9 
 

62.5 
 

10.3 
           

(a)  Rate per 100 persons aged 65 years and older as at 30 June 2019; (b) Rate per 100 

persons aged 16 and over as at 30 June 2019; (c) Rate per 100 families with children under 15 

at 30 June 2019; (d) Rate per 100 persons aged 22-64 at June 30 2019. 

Employment and the labour market.   

At the time of the last census 45% of families with children in the Lower Gulf were jobless 

compared 39% of Indigenous families with children in Queensland and some 4% of non-

Indigenous families with children in Queensland 

Children in Jobless families 
  

Number % 

Burke 
 

0 0 

Carpentaria 62 32.10 

Doomadgee 117 53.20 

Kowanyama 76 60.30 

Mornington 61 39.90 

Pormpuraaw 53 52.50 

Region total 
 

369 45.20     

QLD - 39.3% of Indigenous families and 3.9%  of non-Indigenous families.  12 

 

12 ABS: Census of Population and Housing,2016, unpublished data, families.   
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Labour market data. 

Data about the Region’s labour market is somewhat limited.  However, Small Area Labour 

Markets (SALM) estimates produced quarterly by the National Skills Commission provide a 

useful indicator of key labour market data at the Local Government Area (LGA) level. The 

table below summarises the latest available estimates for the Region and adjoining Shires for 

the June quarter 202013. 

Key Labour Market Indicators, June Quarter 2020 

 

Labour Market 

No.  

Unemployed 

No.  

Unemployment 

Rate (%) 

Lower Gulf Shires      

Burke (S) 164 
 

37 
 

22.6 

Carpentaria (S) 951 
 

213 
 

22.4 

Doomadgee (S) 684 
 

153 
 

22.4 

Kowanyama (S) 411 
 

212 
 

51.6 

Mornington (S) 555 
 

124 
 

22.3 

Pormpuraaw (S) 328 
 

169 
 

51.5 

Sub Total 3,093 
 

908 
 

29.4 

 

Outer Shires 
    

Cloncurry (S) 2,062 
 

104 
 

5.0 

Cook (S) 2,276 
 

427 
 

18.8 

Croydon (S) 167 
 

7 
 

4.2 

Ethridge (S) 461 
 

20 
 

4.3 

McKinlay (S) 531 
 

16 
 

3.0 

Sub Total 5,497 
 

574 
 

10.4 

 

TOTAL 8,590 
 

1,482 
 

17.3 

 

While this SALM data is not disaggregated by age, it does provide a useful indicator to the 

levels of unemployment in the Region in particular.  As shown, across the Lower Gulf Shires, 

the unemployment rate for the June Quarter 2020 was 29.4% compared to 10.4% for the 

Shires adjoining the Region.  Within the Region, the highest unemployment rates were in the 

Pormpuraaw (51.5%) and Kowanyama (51.6%) Shires. 

 

13 Small Area Labour Markets (SALM), June Quarter 2020, https://lmip.gov.au/PortalFile.axd?FieldID=3193961&.xlsx  

https://lmip.gov.au/PortalFile.axd?FieldID=3193961&.xlsx
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Public vacancy data for the Region is also significantly limited with the best available recent 

data provided at the Statistical Area 4 level for Queensland Outback – an area which includes 

the Gulf Region along with the Cape and all of western Queensland.  The graph below shows 

the distribution of the 448 vacancies advertised in the Region in November 2020. 14 

 

 

In addition to covering a Region much bigger than the Lower Gulf, the value of this analysis is 

further limited by it being based on a count of vacancies advertised online.  It is noted that in 

smaller communities and remote areas such as the Lower Gulf, many vacancies are 

advertised and promoted locally rather than online or in mainstream southern based press.   

 

 

  

 

14 Labour Market Information Portal, Vacancy Report, November 2020.   https://lmip.gov.au/PortalFile.axd?FieldID=2790180&.xlsx  
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Young people. 

Census data 

This table shows the 2016 Census count of three cohorts of young persons in the Lower Gulf 

Region and the surrounding Shires, along with total population count for each Shire15. 

 

Resident Population by LGA, 2016 Census 
 

Total 

Persons 

5-14 

years 

15-19 

years 

20-24 

years 

Lower Gulf Shires 
    

Burke (S) 328 38 15 29 

Carpentaria (S) 1,958 273 97 135 

Doomadgee (S) 1,405 369 119 126 

Kowanyama (S) 944 167 69 82 

Mornington (S) 1,143 251 105 83 

Pormpuraaw (S) 749 132 50 53 

Sub Total 6,527 1,230 455 508 

     
Outer Shires 

    
Cloncurry (S) 3,032 374 145 202 

Cook (S) 4,226 526 194 291 

Croydon (S) 294 43 4 24 

Ethridge (S) 799 94 32 27 

McKinlay (S) 796 79 21 50 

Sub Total 9,147 1,116 396 594 

TOTAL 15,674 2,346 851 1,102 

 

The movement of young people out of the Region to boarding high schools elsewhere is 

partly evident in the lower census count of 15-19 year old’s compared to that for 20-24 year 

olds – a movement that is made more pronounced if the Census count of 5-14 year olds is 

split evenly into two 5-year cohorts of 5-9 year olds and 10-14 year olds, as shown in the 

Figures below. 

  

 

15 Census Community Profiles  https://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3310114.nsf/Home/2016%20Census%20Community%20Profiles  

https://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3310114.nsf/Home/2016%20Census%20Community%20Profiles
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Lower Gulf Region – Estimated 5-year youth 
cohorts 

Outer shires – Estimated 5-year Youth 
Cohorts 

 
 

 

 

An indicator of youth unemployment levels in the Region is the number of young people aged 

21 or younger receipt of Youth Allowance (excluding students and apprentices). 

This table shows the number of such recipients by Shire for June 202016 

Youth Allowance Recipients by Shire, 

June 2020 

Lower Gulf Region No. 

Burke (S) 33 

Carpentaria (S) 243 

Doomadgee (S) 270 

Kowanyama (S) 273 

Mornington (S) 219 

Pormpuraaw (S) 179 

Sub Total 1,217 

Outer Shires  

Cloncurry (S) 199 

Cook (S) 509 

Croydon (S) 25 

Ethridge (S) 34 

McKinlay (S) 16 

Sub Total 783 

TOTAL 2,000 

 

 

 

16 DSS Payments by 2018 LGA March 2019 - June 2020.   https://data.gov.au/dataset/ds-dga-4a77243b-ab31-4225-b9c1-
da13da56c7fc/distribution/dist-dga-e8df5582-2cd2-4e49-898f-8995faaf3a4f/details?q=  

https://data.gov.au/dataset/ds-dga-4a77243b-ab31-4225-b9c1-da13da56c7fc/distribution/dist-dga-e8df5582-2cd2-4e49-898f-8995faaf3a4f/details?q=
https://data.gov.au/dataset/ds-dga-4a77243b-ab31-4225-b9c1-da13da56c7fc/distribution/dist-dga-e8df5582-2cd2-4e49-898f-8995faaf3a4f/details?q=
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Engagement in education.   

A significant limitation in the publicly available data in the education domain is the absence of 

statistics relating to young people from the Lower Gulf participating in education out of the 

Region.  This is a particularly limiting given that many attend boarding schools out-of-Region 

for their secondary education and all who want to complete their senior secondary education 

have no choice but to do so at such boarding schools.   

The table below shows the number of enrolments in 2019 at each school within the Lower 

Gulf as well as in the schools in Shires adjacent to the Region.  Also shown is the proportion 

of students at each of those schools who are Indigenous17. 

 

Enrolments by School, 2019 
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l Total 

Enrolments 

% 

Indigenous 

Lower Gulf Shires 

    
Doomadgee State School  ✓ ✓ 308 99% 

Burketown State School  ✓  25 80% 

Mornington Island State School  ✓ ✓ 247 97% 

Normanton State School  ✓ ✓ 125 87% 

Karumba State School ✓  38 32% 

Gulf Christian College  ✓ ✓ 104 63% 

Kowanyama State School ✓ ✓ 203 99% 

Sub Total   1,050 
 

Outer Shires   
  

Croydon State School  ✓  28 46% 

Georgetown State School  ✓  29 10% 

Mount Isa School of the Air ✓ ✓ 155 9% 

Sub Total   212 
 

 

 

The table below shows the Semester 1 attendance rates in each of those schools along with 

the proportion of students with an attendance rate of 90% or more18.  

 

 

17 https://www.myschool.edu.au/  
18 Ibid 

https://www.myschool.edu.au/
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School Attendance, Semester 1, 2019 
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Attendance Rate 

% of students attending 90% 

or more of the time 

 Non- 

Indigenous 

Indigenous 

Students 

Non- 

Indigenous 

Indigenous 

Students 

Lower Gulf Shires 

      
Doomadgee State School  ✓ ✓ 57% 14% 

Burketown State School  ✓ ✓ 79% 57% 

Mornington Island State School  ✓ ✓ 49% 91% 12% 49% 

Normanton State School  ✓ ✓ 67% 81% 24% 75% 

Karumba State School ✓ 
 

91% 92% 59% 74% 

Gulf Christian College  ✓ ✓ 82% 91% 45% 68% 

Kowanyama State School ✓ ✓ 65% 18% 

Outer Shires ✓ 
     

Croydon State School  ✓ 
 

92% 81% 85% 36% 

Georgetown State School  ✓ 
 

93% 80% 

Mount Isa School of the Air ✓ ✓ 100% 100% 
 

 

The table below shows for each local school, the disciplinary absences recorded in 2019, as 

reported by the Queensland Department of Education19  Comparable data is not available for 

Lower Gulf students attending boarding schools. 

School Disciplinary Absences by school, 2019 
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Short 
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Long 

Suspensions Exclusions Cancellation 

Lower Gulf Region 

      
Doomadgee State School  ✓ ✓ 18 0 0 0 

Burketown State School  ✓ 
 

0 0 0 0 

Mornington Is. State School  ✓ ✓ 98 0 0 0 

Normanton State School  ✓ ✓ 88 0 0 0 

Karumba State School ✓ 
 

2 0 0 0 

Gulf Christian College  ✓ ✓ n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Kowanyama State School ✓ ✓ 18 0 0 0 

Outer catchment 
      

 

19 https://qed.qld.gov.au/our-publications/reports/statistics/Documents/sda-by-school.pdf  

https://qed.qld.gov.au/our-publications/reports/statistics/Documents/sda-by-school.pdf
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Croydon State School  ✓ 
 

0 0 0 0 

Georgetown State School  ✓ 
 

0 0 0 0 

Mount Isa School of the Air ✓ ✓ 0 0 0 0 

Note:  disciplinary exclusions are the number of exclusions, not the number of individual students excluded. 

Young people leaving to board. 

As of Sept. 2020, 118 secondary students from Doomadgee, Mornington Island, Burketown 

and Normanton were identified as being in boarding with a further 25 and 30 estimated from 

each of Kowanyama and Pormpuraaw also participating in external boarding schools. 20  

Education attainment and Year 12 completion 

Levels of education attainment across the Lower Gulf are significantly lower than the levels 

for all of Queensland. 

The following figures use aggregated 2016 Census data for the Carpentaria, Doomadgee, 

Kowanyama, Mornington and Pormpuraaw  Shires21  that comprise the Lower Gulf region and 

represents the Census night count of persons aged 15 years and over who were no longer 

attending primary or secondary school. 

As illustrated in those figures, young people in the Lower Gulf are far more likely to have low 

levels of education attainment compared to young people in all of Queensland. 

For those aged 15-19 years: 

 16.1% in the region had completed Year-12 compared to 67.0% for all of Queensland 

– a 51-point deficit. 

 40.2% in the region had completed Year-10 compared to 10.4% for all of Queensland. 

 

20 Queensland Education.   
21 https://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3310114.nsf/Home/2016%20Census%20Community%20Profiles 

 

https://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3310114.nsf/Home/2016%20Census%20Community%20Profiles
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Similarly, for those aged 20-14 years: 

 33.7% in the region had completed Year-12 compared to 74.1% for all of Queensland 

– a 40-point deficit. 

 29.9% in the region had completed Year-10 compared to 9.3% for all of Queensland. 

 

It should also be noted that, in the Region (as is for the State), young men are more likely to 

exit education and training earlier than young women. 

As shown in the following two figures also drawn from 2016 Census data for the Carpentaria, 

Doomadgee, Kowanyama, Mornington and Pormpuraaw  Shires : 
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 Year 12 or equivalent was the highest level of education achieved by 15.1% of 15-19 

year old males in the region compared to 17.6% of females in the region. 

 For those in the region aged 20-24 years, Year 12 or equivalent was the highest level 

of education attained by 38.3% of females compared to 32.9% of males. 

 

 

 

While no more recent data on education attainment is available at the LGA level, the Closing 

the Gap Report 202022 does show improvement in recent years nationally in rates of Year 12 

attainment or equivalent for Indigenous Australians aged 20–24.  However, it also shows that 

that, despite that improvement, completion rates in Very Remote Regions remains less than 

half that for Indigenous young people living in the major cities: 

 

22 https://ctgreport.niaa.gov.au/year-12-attainment  
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 Between 2008 and 2018–19, the proportion of Indigenous Australians aged 20–24 

years attaining Year 12 or equivalent increased by around 21 percentage points. The 

gap has narrowed by around 15 percentage points, as non-Indigenous attainment 

rates have improved at a slower pace. 

The proportion of Indigenous Australians aged 20–24 years attaining Year 12 or 

equivalent level of education decreases with remoteness. The Year 12 attainment 

rate is 85 per cent in Major Cities compared with 38 per cent in Very Remote areas 

(including the Lower Gulf region). 

 

Juvenile offending.  

Anecdotally, many within the Lower Gulf identify high youth crime rates as one of the key 

indicators of local young people’s boredom and disengagement from their community. 

While far from being a complete picture, the table below shows the number of offences in 

each Shire in the Region cleared or solved through an action against a juvenile offender by 

local police in 2020.  It should be noted that the data counts solved offences and does not 

refer to individuals – an offender may have committed more than one offence23.  

The figure following the table shows the most common offence types for the Region for this 

juvenile offender cohort. 

Juvenile offenders are those persons aged between 10 and 17 years (inclusive).  

Unfortunately, offences data for those aged 18 or over is not disaggregated by age and as 

such we are unable to provide comparable data for the young adult cohort (18-19 years old) 

who are also a key focus for the Gulf Academy. 

 

Total Juvenile Offences by Shire, 2020 

Burke (S) 12 

Carpentaria (S) 849 

Doomadgee (S) 695 

Kowanyama (S) 127 

Mornington (S) 1,438 

Pormpuraaw (S) 101 

Total 3,222 

 

23 Queensland Police Service, LGA Reported Offender Data, 2020.   https://open-crime-data.s3-ap-southeast-
2.amazonaws.com/Crime%20Statistics/LGA_Reported_Offenders_Number.csv 

 

https://open-crime-data.s3-ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/Crime%20Statistics/LGA_Reported_Offenders_Number.csv
https://open-crime-data.s3-ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/Crime%20Statistics/LGA_Reported_Offenders_Number.csv
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The cost associated with detention and contact with the justice system is significant.  The 

Queensland Youth Justice Strategy 2019 – 2023 noted that:  

“…last year 1,089 children and young people in Queensland entered detention.  The cost of 

keeping a young person in detention is about $1500 each day24 — it’ expensive and it does not 

effectively achieve their rehabilitation.”25    

 

Conclusion:  

The statistics provided paint a picture of significant social, educational, and economic 

disadvantage across the Lower Gulf.  In our conversations with individuals and organisations 

we noted a perception that, while the Lower Gulf is a region that tends to be forgotten when 

compared with other regions in Northern Australia, significant expenditure, particularly in 

relation to education and social welfare, has been made in the region, particularly in the last 

twenty years.  Attempts to coordinate and maximise the impact of these significant funding 

activities have also been made.  Given the preceding review of what the data show, the 

sustained impact of these positive initiatives is clearly questionable.   

 

A review of the Mornington Island and Doomadgee Local Implementation Plans (initiatives of 

the Remote Service Delivery commitment under the original Closing the Gap initiative) for 

example, indicate that the issues that were priorities in 2010 (schooling, healthy homes, safe 

communities and economic participation for example) are still priorities.  26  This is not to say 

 

24 Youth Justice Performance and Reporting, 2018: unpublished data., cited in Youth Justice Strategy 2019–2023, Queensland Government. 
25 Productivity Commission 2018, Report on Government Services 2017: Chapter 17 — Youth Justice Services. 
26 https://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/05_2012/mornington_island.pdf ; 
https://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/05_2012/doomadgee.pdf  
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that initiatives contained within the Local Implementation Plans were not useful.  It is likely 

that they were, however, it appears, in conversations with local people, that positive change 

has not been sustained. 

Our observation is that the support and service delivery systems utilised by the Local 

Implementation plans have not significantly changed since 2010.  Despite organisational, 

name changes, the same players are involved and the same ways of doing business are in 

place.  If these systems have not delivered the necessary results over the last ten years (or 

more), there is little likelihood that they will deliver results in the future when applied to a 

concept like the Gulf Academy.   

There need is clear, however current systems do not appear to be able to address that need.  

This is a theme developed below.              
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Political, policy, program and delivery context – from a local perspective.   
 

Returning to the outcome to be delivered by the Gulf Academy: “Self-reliant adults capable 

of competing equitably for employment, business, educational and cultural opportunities 

within the region and beyond”. 

There is a strong perception that the current service delivery systems do not deliver 

outcomes desired by people in the Lower Gulf, let alone the outcome stated above.  This is a 

dominant (but not universal) perception of those we have spoken with in researching the 

Strategic Review and Business Case (parents, Elders and leaders, service providers, 

government agencies).  Education, employment and overall SIEFA statistics for the Lower Gulf 

also reflect a system that is not delivering the maximum possible result. 

To be clear, many people spoke of individual programs / supports that did provide positive 

outcomes, however the notion of integrated services working toward a common goal for the 

betterment of young people and families in the Lower Gulf was one that most individuals 

could not see coming from the current service system.       

If this perception is the case – i.e. the outcome is not being delivered - working with the 

current systems that are supposed to deliver the outcome is unlikely to produce a positive, 

sustainable result.   

Perhaps it is time to rework the systems to deliver the outcome desired.  How could this be 

done?   

Let’s go back a step; systems exist and operate within a context.  It could be argued that 

current challenges indicate that the systems are not appropriately responding to the context 

that surrounds them, or perhaps not responding at an appropriate level.  Much of what we 

have found is that the current systems focus on siloed component parts coming together to 

produce a result.  While not a new issue in Indigenous communities in particular, the systems 

seem to focus on the operational level, tactical at best.  It may be that the inability of current 

systems to respond is a function of those systems not responding to / recognising a more 

strategic view.  The result is a lot of activity on the ground, individuals and agencies 

conscientiously working away, thinking that they are achieving outcomes, and yet the 

outcomes are not forthcoming, or at least not forth coming to the extent and speed needed.      

By way of example, we have been told that the Gulf Academy is an idea that has been some 

time in the making.  Conversations with key players indicate that there has been a lot of 

thought about the Academy and the crucial issues it seeks to address.  From our research it 

appears that attempts to progress the Gulf Academy have been well researched and well 

intentioned. A 2014 Indigenous Advancement Strategy application by Bynoe, reviewed as 

part of research for this Business case, is a case in point.  It was a well-researched and costed 

document.  The application put together a number of existing program components in a 

cogent and well thought out plan to address employment and training needs of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander citizens in the eastern Lower Gulf. Addressing the need was 

expressed in terms of the existing funding and service delivery systems rather than the 
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systems responding to the need in order to deliver the community’s desired outcome and in 

that sense was vulnerable.  (This is not a criticism of those who put the IAS application 

together, it points to flaws within the service delivery and funding systems themselves.)   

The concern about systems not responding well to need is not new.  Concerns about the 

complexity, level of delivery and effectiveness of programs are also not new.  In 1985, for 

example, what is regarded by many as a watershed review into the employment, training and 

education of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, the Miller Review, noted that, 

during the review: 

“It became apparent (in the review) that even within existing policies Aboriginal 

communities do not always receive their appropriate share of government services 

and functional agencies of government often fail to carry out their obligations 

effectively towards Aboriginal people.  These deficiencies sometimes originated from 

the lack of clarity about the purpose of particular programs and the responsibilities of 

various funding sources.” 27 

Miller went on to recommend that:   

“In remote communities, agencies should be required to jointly negotiate with community 

councils on the basis of policy aims to: 

 improve their capacity to manage the community; 

 increase their economic independence;  

 enhance their capacity to provide the services usually provided by 

government agencies;  

These negotiations should result in plans being made to achieve these aims, and goals 

being set against which performance can be measured. Programs should then be 

implemented in accordance with these plans, within the funds available.” 28 

It can be argued that much has happened over the last thirty or so years, however it is also 

argued that Miller’s words continue to have some relevance and resonance to circumstances 

in the Lower Gulf today.   

The approach suggested by this Business Case is one that encourages movement away from a 

system that has not delivered results to the levels needed by young people and families 

across the Lower Gulf.  The line of thinking that sits behind how the Gulf Academy initiative 

needs to be approached is one that starts at the macro, strategic level and works back.  Here 

is a potential line of thinking:   

 

 

27 Committee of Review of Aboriginal Employment and Training Programs (1985) Aboriginal employment and training programs: report of 
the Committee of Review, August 1985, Australian Government Publishing Service, Canberra.  Pg 9-10. 
28 Ibid pg 416.   
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1. Northern Australia has been identified as being strategically important from both 

economic and security perspectives.  These two perspectives are inextricably linked.   

2. The Lower Gulf is a significant part of Northern Australia. 

3. There is some evidence that the Lower Gulf is the “forgotten north”.  Of all of the 

northern regions, from the Kimberly to the Cape and the Torres Straits, it is the one 

that misses out and is where there is significant need.  It is, potentially, a “chink in the 

armour” of the North.     

4. If the Northern Australia development agenda is to be achieved the economy (and 

the security) of the Lower Gulf needs to become more robust and sustained.  What is 

needed to do this?     

5. A solid economy is supported by:  

a) Infrastructure - responding to remoteness, climate, and lack of sustained 

infrastructure investment in the past.  (Note this has been a strong focus of the 

Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources for some time) 

b) A skilled, knowledgeable, experienced, agile and local workforce, able to meet 

skills in demand.    

c) Retained income at a regional level, supporting a multiplier effect within regional 

economies.  

d) Linked to the above, local business development and investment.   

e) Sustained external investment and business partnerships.   

6. So, let’s focus just on a skilled, knowledgeable, experienced, and agile local workforce, 

as part of a solid economy.  How do you get that?  One important way is through 

regional targeted education, training, skills development, and active labour market 

support.   

7. So, what do you need to “feed” this system?  At the source, the system will need 

young people who are nurtured, well cared for, developed, engaged and have hope 

for the future.   

8. What supports this? Strong family, strong communities, strong leadership, including 

cultural, strong support and enabling systems.   

9. In turn what enables the strengths noted above?  Research and observation tell us 

that the following will help. 

a) Connection / reconnection with culture.   

b) Good physical and mental health.  

c) Opportunities to build resilience.  

d) Exposure to positive experiences. 
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e) Exposure to positive role models and to be a role model.   

f) Culturally safe, flexible, practical, and integrated education curriculum.   

g) Bringing all of the above together into a holistic whole.   

So how do you do all of this?  As mentioned previously, in the past, in most cases, the 

conventional approach has been to attempt to bring stakeholders and partners together to 

“work across silos” to deliver services / results for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people.  We have had a few goes at this over the years, through Council of Australian 

Government (COAG) trials, Remote Service Delivery initiatives and the Urban and Regional 

strategy under previous Closing the Gap arrangements for example.  All have been useful 

initiatives to a degree, however visiting those participating communities years on indicates 

little in the way of sustained system change / achievement.    

There is another way, one that has been around for some time and utilised by the 

international aid sector.  It is a way of looking at, developing, managing and evaluating 

delivery systems from a “working with” rather than “delivering for” perspective.  Co-design is 

described as an approach that provides people with a strong and true voice in the design, 

delivery and evaluation of systems and programs that impact them, their families, 

communities and organisations.   

Partnering, which is now a key feature of Closing the Gap, supports the practice of Co-design 

through enabling policy and place-based partnerships to:   

 Drive Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community-led outcomes on Closing the 

Gap. 

 Enable Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander representatives, communities and 

organisations to negotiate and implement agreements with governments to 

implement all priority reforms and policy specific and place-based strategies to 

support Closing the Gap.  

 Support additional community-led development initiatives. 

 Bring together all government parties, together with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people, organisations and communities to the collective task of Closing the 

Gap. 29 

Within the partnering arrangements in the Closing the Gap Agreement, shared decision 

making is identified as a necessary element for success.  Shared decision-making is:   

 By consensus, where the voices of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander parties hold as 

much weight as the governments. 

 

29 National Agreement on Closing the Gap July 2020. S 31.   
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 Transparent, where matters for decision are in terms that are easily understood by all 

parties and where there is enough information and time to understand the 

implications of the decision. 

 Where Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander representatives can speak without fear of 

reprisals or repercussions.  

 Where a wide variety of groups of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, 

including women, young people, elders, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people with a disability can have their voice heard. 

 Where self-determination is supported, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander lived 

experience is understood and respected. 

 Where relevant funding for programs and services aligns with jointly agreed 

community priorities, noting governments retain responsibility for funding decisions.  

 Where partnership parties have access to the same data and information, in an easily 

accessible format, on which any decisions are made.  30    

Importantly, the agreement also recognises the importance of adequate funding being 

available to support Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders to be full partners in these 

arrangements.  31 

Shared decision making, as described in the Closing the Gap Agreement has many of the key 

features of Co-design, which focuses on those participating being treated as equals and have 

equal say in decision-making of the project goals and outcomes.   

Support for a Co-design approach to the Gulf Academy also comes from our reflection on the 

conversations we have had with individuals and organisations in the Lower Gulf.  We have 

observed the following:   

 Many of the people we have listened to are not satisfied with the educational, 

employment and life outcomes for their children, families, and communities.  There 

has been a pattern in these conversations; people express dissatisfaction with the 

current situation and then back-track to those delivering services under the various 

exiting support systems in the Lower Gulf.  The focus of their dissatisfaction is the 

service provider.  Service providers are criticised for being under resourced, out of 

touch and not culturally competent.  Too often, their programs are described as not 

being relevant to remote communities, out of touch with the realities of community 

life, making no positive difference and not involving community members (elders and 

leaders).  (It needs to be noted that this criticism is not universal.  We heard positive 

provider stories from a number of people.)   

 

 

30 National Agreement on Closing the Gap July 2020. S 32.   
31 Ibid S 33. 
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 There may be elements of truth in all these criticisms, however the temptation is to 

focus on operational level service delivery issues.  On the ground this looks like overt 

criticism of service providers and the governments that fund them, which at times 

becomes ugly.  A lot of time, energy and emotion can go into this venting process.  

While understandable, this behaviour rarely results in sustainable system change, 

however.  Redirecting this time, energy and passion to sustained system change 

might be a better investment at individual and community levels.  A way of doing this 

is Co-design.   

Political, policy, program and delivery context – a government view.   
Research undertaken as part of the Gulf Academy project has surfaced a number of policy 

and program supports for the concept.  As previously noted in this document the National 

Agreement on Closing the Gap and the Northern Australian Development agenda are key 

strategic supports for the further development and deployment of the Gulf Academy idea.  

(In the case of the National Agreement of Closing the Gap it also provides guidance and 

strong support for how the Gulf Academy concept should be progressed.)   

Starting with the Northern Australian Development agenda; The agenda has been mentioned 

a number of times in this document, deliberately to emphasise its importance.    Attaching 

the Gulf Academy to an economic agenda that is likely to last for many years, irrespective of 

who is in government, presents significant advantages compared to singular and separate 

links to Indigenous, education and employment policies and programs.     

In 2014, the Australian Government identified the development of Northern Australia as a 

priority; for Northern Australia to:  

 “…grasp its full potential and become an economic powerhouse within our great country.” 32   

The White Paper from which this quotation was taken was not a strategy as such or perhaps 

even a statement of policy.  It made broad (and useful) statements of development need and 

then identified discrete items of development and assistance.  In August 2020 the 

Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources provided a progress update against 

the White Paper measures.  It cited fifty-one measures, with forty-six identified as 

“Delivered”, three “On track” and two “In progress”.  33  While these reported achievements 

may indicate that the Northern Australia development objective has been achieved, a 

detailed piece of research provides a clearer picture.   

This report entitled “State of the North 2020 “was developed by the Cooperative Research 

Centre for Developing Northern Australia (CRCNA), an initiative under the Northern Australia 

Development agenda.  The report was the result of extensive research, consultation, and 

engagement across sectors.  It suggests ways of improving productivity and competitiveness 

in Northern Australia, particularly in the agriculture, food, and health sectors.  The report also 

 

32 Our North, Our Future:  White Paper on Developing Northern Australia – Overview.  (2015).  Pg 2 
33 https://www.industry.gov.au/news-media/progress-update-meeting-measures-on-the-our-north-our-future-white-paper   

https://www.industry.gov.au/news-media/progress-update-meeting-measures-on-the-our-north-our-future-white-paper


   
Confidential 

 

  John Robinson Consulting Services Pty Ltd                                                                                                       Page 48 of 106 

attempts to identify opportunities to dismantle barriers to growth, jobs, and investment in 

the north.  34 

It is an extensive report.  The key elements that relate to a Gulf Academy include:   

 Skill and workforce deficits.  The report emphasised a lack of quantity and quality training 

and skilling opportunities in Northern Australia, to the extent that this is a barrier to 

existing industries / operations and a threat to future economic development.35 

 Weak governance.  There is a theme that weaves through the report of weak governance 

and management across organisations and businesses, which impede cooperation, 

collaboration, and development.   

 Liveability.  The report identified the difficulty in retaining an appropriately skilled 

workforce in Northern Australia.  It noted that to maintain and build a skilled workforce,  

“…northern communities need to be at least as liveable as southern or capital cities”.36 

 Communication and digital inclusion.  There is a recognition that liveability and wellbeing 

in Northern Australian communities could be improved by supporting the link between 

digital inclusion, wellbeing and social cohesion.  The report recommended the promotion 

of place-based approaches for workforce development through building digital capacity, 

in the short term through community based digital literacy and mentoring.  Longer time 

support was described as supporting regional businesses and educational institutions to 

embed digital knowledge and skills development into local programs.  37 

 The beef industry.  A strength of the industry in Northern Australia has been its low input, 

low-cost approach, however it was noted in the report that the industry is vulnerable to 

climate extremes (drought and flood).  The report also noted the impact of variation in 

demand by live export buyers and increasing competition from other producer nations, is 

displacing Australian exports.  The report suggests several opportunities in relation to 

beef production including expanding local processing, breed development to improve 

quality and evolving from breeding enterprises to breeding and fattening enterprises.  38 

 Health and social assistance services employ a significant number of people in Northern 

Australia.  In the Queensland Outback North region 8.7% of the population are employed 

in the health care and social assistance sector. 39  Ongoing health worker shortages and 

high turnover negatively impact this sector, along with a recognised under resourcing of 

critical prevention services.  The report identified: 

o The opportunity to improve the stability and cultural responsiveness of the health 

workforce and support local needs-based planning and research.   

 

34 CRCNA Ibid pg 4.   
35 Ibid pg 56 
36 Ibid 56.   
37 Ibid pg 39 
38 Ibid pg 22 
39 Ibid pg 12 
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o Changes in technology, such as eHealth and telehealth technology and diagnostics will 

potentially facilitate considerable improvements in health and wellbeing amongst 

Northern Australian communities.   

o A need for investment in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander workforce 

development, including innovative community roles and leadership positions.   

o The importance of continuing to expand Aboriginal Community Controlled Health 

Service models of community governance.  40 

 Recognition of the importance of supporting the development of the Indigenous pastoral 

estate, picking up on its contribution to economic development for local communities on 

traditional lands. 41  

 The impact of “outsourced” labour in the north, that is people coming in from other 

regions to work.  The report suggests that this is a result of limited efforts to support 

Indigenous workforce participation, and economic activity.  42 

 In relation to the Indigenous estate, a low level of awareness of economic opportunities.  

The report notes that Traditional Owners in many cases have only recently had their 

rights and interests in land and sea country restored, and as such there has been a lack of 

long-term support for country-based planning.  43  Potential solutions identified include: 

o Workforce development and training opportunities for local communities, to 

enable greater development and support better local management of potential 

biophysical, socio economic and cultural impacts.   

o Long term capability building to strengthen governance of Traditional Owner land 

and sea organisations.   

o Exploring better approaches to structuring and financing Indigenous led 

development.   

It is clear that much of what the Northern Australian Development agenda seeks to achieve 

will be supported by the development and deployment of the Gulf Academy concept, 

recognising the proven links between the social and educational development of young 

people, access to suitable education and training, employment and regional economic 

growth and stability.   

A new National Agreement on Closing the Gap is in place.  According to the Australian 

Government: 

 

40 Ibid pg 37 
41 Ibid pg 23 
42 Ibid pg 34 
43 Ibid pg34 
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“This is an unprecedented shift in the way governments have previously worked to close the 

gap. It acknowledges that to close the gap, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people must 

determine, drive and own the desired outcomes, alongside all governments. 

This new way of working requires governments to build on the strong foundations Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander people have, through their deep connection to family, community 

and culture.”  44 

The new way of working referred to includes “… shared decision-making on the design, 

implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programs to improve life outcomes 

for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.” 45  

The agreement specifies four priority reforms, all of which in some way have application to 

the Gulf Academy concept.  The Priority Reforms are:   

 “Strengthen and establish formal partnerships and shared decision-making 

 Build the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community-controlled sector 

 Transform government organisations so they work better for Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people 

 Improve and share access to data and information to enable Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander communities make informed decisions.” 46 

Specific targets in the July 2020 National Agreement on Closing the Gap of particular 

relevance to the development of a Gulf Academy are: 

 By 2031, increase the proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (age 

20-24) attaining year 12 or equivalent qualification to 96 per cent. 

 By 2031, increase the proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people aged 

25-34 years who have completed a tertiary qualification (Certificate III and above) to 

70 per cent. 

 By 2031, increase the proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander youth (15–24 

years) who are in employment, education or training to 67 per cent. 

 By 2031, increase the proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people aged 

25–64 who are employed to 62 per cent. 

As with the Northern Australia development agenda, the Closing the Gap Agreement 

supports what the Gulf Academy is seeking to achieve as well as supporting how it is to be 

achieved, through processes of joint decision making in the design, implementation, 

monitoring and evaluation of the Gulf Academy initiative.   

 

44 https://www.closingthegap.gov.au/  accessed 5/3/2021. 
45 National Agreement of Closing the Gap July 2020. Section 7.   
46 https://www.closingthegap.gov.au/national-agreement-closing-the-gap accessed 5/3/2021 

https://www.closingthegap.gov.au/
https://www.closingthegap.gov.au/national-agreement-closing-the-gap
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Other Australian Government policies and approaches also offer support to the 

establishment of a Gulf Academy. 

 

The National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Strategy. 

The National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Strategy was launched in 2015 

and described a set of principles that, when applied, would support, 

“All Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people achieve their full learning 

potential, are empowered to shape their own futures, and are supported to embrace their 

culture and identity as Australia’s First Nations peoples.”  47 

The principles are:   

 Achieve potential: High expectations are held for, and by, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander children and young people. 

 Equity: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people are able to access 

the same educational opportunities and achieve the same education outcomes as other 

Australians. 

 Accountability: Education systems and educators are accountable, transparent, and 

responsive. 

 Cultural recognition: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s histories, values, 

languages, and cultures are acknowledged and respected.  

 Relationships: Meaningful relationships value community cultural knowledge, wisdom, 

and expertise, and demonstrate trust and respect.  

 Partnerships: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are engaged in decision making, 

planning, delivery and evaluation of early childhood, schooling, and higher education 

services at local, sector and national levels. 

 Local approaches: Educational outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children 

and young people are accelerated through local approaches for unique and diverse 

communities. 

 Quality: Policies, practices, programs, and partnerships are inclusive of the needs of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, young people, and their families, and are 

informed by knowledge, evidence and research.  48 

The principles have direct application to the establishment, operation, and sustainability of a 

Gulf Academy.  The principles mentioned above have also given rise to practical supports for 

regional and remote schools, including:  

 

47National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Strategy 2015 pg 2. 
48 Education Strategy 2015 Ibid pg 3 
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 The provision of a “location loading” for the funding of remote schools, based on a 

school’s accessibility and remoteness. 

 A program targeting lifting the school leadership in regional and remote schools.  49 

Surviving to Thriving Report. 

Much of the thinking behind current Australian Government Indigenous education policy and 

strategy can be tracked back to what is known as the “Surviving to Thriving Report”50.  In 

2017 the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Indigenous Affairs published a 

report on educational opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.  The 

“Surviving to Thriving Report” contains a detailed identification of those things that 

contribute to education and life success of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.   It 

is an important report as it incorporates formal research and the lived experience of 

individuals, families and organisations and their perceptions of what works in education and 

what does not.  The overall finding of the report was that: 

“There are significant disadvantages facing many Indigenous students including, but 

not limited to, food insecurity, overcrowding, exposure to anti-social behaviour, and 

physical and mental ill-health, that must be addressed in order to allow children to not 

only survive in the education environment, but to thrive.”    

“While governments, schools, health care providers and others work hard to assist 

disadvantaged students, it is essential that the family of a student is actively engaged 

with choosing and directing their child's education. This means that it is the family's 

responsibility to ensure their child is safe, clothed, well fed, can sleep at night without 

interruption and is at school daily. Furthermore, it is essential that Indigenous students 

and their families be able to choose from a range of well-supported options for 

secondary education, public and independent, within their local region as well as 

further afield.”  

The committee found that the best outcomes for students are achieved at schools 

where there are strong links with the community and between health and education 

services.”  

“The committee found that the common element present in programs that 

successfully support student attendance and achievement was connection with 

community—strong relationships with the students, parents and carers, teachers, 

schools, health services, and communities.” 51 

The committee made a number of observations relevant to the establishment of a Gulf 

Academy including: 

 

49 https://www.dese.gov.au/uncategorised/resources/what-australian-government-doing-support-students-regional-and-remote-schools 
Accessed 18 March 2021 
50 The power of education: From surviving to thriving Educational opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students Report. 
Commonwealth of Australia 2017. 
51 Ibid xvi-xvii 

https://www.dese.gov.au/uncategorised/resources/what-australian-government-doing-support-students-regional-and-remote-schools
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 The importance of cultural safety as an integral part of any education system or 

engagement.   

“Throughout the inquiry, it became clear that cultural safety, fostered by strong 

connection and engagement with community, is the essential foundation upon which all 

education and support programs must be built in order to succeed.”  52   

 The effectiveness of an “Academy” approach, where school-based programs:  

“… combine a wide range of wrap-around support and education elements, presented in a 

culturally safe environment, with a ‘hook’, such as hairdressing or sport, have proven to be 

an effective way of engaging and supporting students at school..” 53 

 The effectiveness of “skilled focused” educational programs, providing students with 

practical experience and qualifications to prepare them for employment and life after 

school.  54 

 Linked to the previous points, the effectiveness of “Learning on Country Programs 

(LoCP)”.  Established in 2013 the LoCP was targeted at students from Year 10 to Year 12, 

with introductory activities for Year 7 to 9.   LoCP is an innovative educational approach 

that brings together Indigenous land and sea Rangers, schools, scientists, and Indigenous 

landowners ‘on country’ and in classrooms to learn literacy and numeracy, science and 

work skills as well as local Indigenous knowledge. It utilises connections with 

communities, culture, and the land to engage students and improve attendance. 55  LoCP 

was initially run on four sites in Arnhem Land and has been assessed as being very 

effective.  56 

 Teachers, educators and staff “must be able to skilfully deliver the Australian curriculum 

to students with a broad range of abilities and provide tailored education, and practical 

support, to students with a wide range of health and wellbeing issues. Teachers must also 

be culturally responsive; they must reach out, establish, and build strong relationships 

with students, their families, and the wider community. The committee acknowledges 

that the task teachers’ face is a challenging one.”  57 

Independent Review into Regional, Rural and Remote Education. 

In 2017 there was an Independent Review into Regional, Rural and Remote Education, with a 

report finalised in 2018.  The review was commissioned by the Australian Government and 

was conducted by Professor John Halsey of Flinders University.  The review sought to 

consider the key issues, challenges and barriers that impact on the learning, outcomes of 

 

52 Ibid xvi 
53 Ibid xvii 
54 Ibid pg 71 
55 Ibid pg 72 
56 The progress evaluation report for the program, commissioned by PM&C, recommended that ‘both the NT and Federal governments 
consider funding a staged rollout of the program beginning in January 2018’, noting that: “The program has been well designed and early 
indications are that the model is capable of enduring common setbacks faced in remote circumstances (e.g. exponentially high staff 
turnover). Anecdotally, there is demand and support for the program in communities outside the trial sites.”   
57 Ibid Pg xviii 
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regional, rural and remote students and to identify innovative and fresh approaches to 

support improved access and achievement of these students in school and in their transition 

to further study, training and employment.  58 

Although not as extensive as the Surviving to Thriving report the Independent Review made 

many useful observations: 

 It highlighted, particularly in the case of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, the 

need for individuals and communities to blend “…traditional culture, ceremonial; life and 

western knowledge as represented in the Australian curriculum”, to create enduring 

benefits for students.    

 There was recognition that “Elders sought greater opportunity in the curriculum for 

learning about and valuing home and Homelands knowledge and life skills”59 

“The continuing mismatch between what is fundamentally valued and prioritised by 

schools in relation to the education of young people and their outcomes, and the more 

explicit requirements of employers and the world of work, is also a source of tension. It is 

especially acute in relation to literacy and numeracy standards and employment ready 

attributes like punctuality, reliability, ability to fit into a work culture and loyalty.” 60 

 In relation to the relationship between leadership and positive educational outcomes in 

remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, the reviewer reported: 

“…I met with elders, school leaders and senior teachers (as well as parents, members of 

communities and students) and heard about leadership which is supporting new blends of 

traditional knowledge and ways with western curriculum that are in turn creating valued 

pathways beyond school.” 61 

“Schools in Regional, Rural and Remote communities, and especially small communities as 

already stated, are central to there being a community. This belief has been reinforced 

many times over during visits to RRR communities and in discussions with parents, 

community leaders, businesses, students, teachers and principals. The belief holds true 

independent of school size, type and location and there were instances of very small 

schools (say less than twenty enrolments) exhibiting the greatest intensity about it.”  62 

 The report briefly explored the idea of “anchor organisations”, referencing work 

undertaken in the United Kingdom on Community Capacity Building.  63.  Anchor 

organisations are solid and grounded.  They are there “for the long haul" with enough 

presence, respect and openness to working in partnership with others to grow and 

sustain worthwhile futures for individuals and communities.  They are recognised as 

 

58 Independent Review into Regional Rural and Remote Education—Final Report, Emeritus Professor Dr John Halsey, Commonwealth of 
Australia 2018.  (RRR Report)  
59 Ibid Pg 32. 
60 Ibid Pg 36 
61 Ibid Pg 49. 
62 Ibid Pg 50.   
63 Home Office. Firm foundations: the Government's framework for community capacity building. Home Office, 2004. 
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being vital for community capacity building and for helping, over time, to turn around 

decline and stagnation.  The RRR report went on to note that: 

“A commitment to the key features of the anchors approach will also be very important in 

building capacities and delivering a range of benefits for individuals and communities.  

They include a strong focus on localised control, addressing needs in a multi-purpose and 

holistic way, and a commitment to involving all sections of a community/region including 

those who are the most frequently marginalised.”  64 

 The report identified the importance of preparation for transition from school.  It noted 

that while “one size does not fit all” around Year 9 is seen as being a crucial time in young 

people considering their futures.  The report noted that:  

“For many in Regional Rural and Remote schools however, working through what they 

would like to do after finishing school is limited by the thinness of advice and information 

about current and likely employment and careers and how to prepare for them. This is 

often intensified in situations where there is little employment diversity locally or family 

circumstances are such that on-going conversations about ‘what would you like to do, to 

be after you finish school’ are rare or do not occur.”  65 

“For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, thinking about and planning for 

employment and a career after completing school can be especially challenging and 

problematic, primarily due to the complexity as well as the richness of the intersections of 

their culture and traditions with western concepts and expectations about careers.” 66 

 An emphasis on Capacity building was a feature of the report.  This focus is summarised 

in the following paragraphs.   

“As stated at the beginning of this report, vibrant, productive RRR communities are 

integral to the long-term sustainability of Australia. Education and training plays a critical 

role in building the social fabric of communities, but also in developing social capital for 

economic prosperity. This view was brought into sharper focus through various 

submissions and consultations during this review. 

The success of RRR communities requires sustainable collaborative efforts of governments, 

the private sector and existing regional bodies and strategies to develop and implement a 

long-term plan that puts regional, rural, and remote education and development at the 

centre of the economic agenda for jobs and growth. In other words, what is needed is a 

roadmap that has government imprimatur and sets out strategic priorities that all parties 

collectively sign up to.” 67 

 

 

64 Ibid Pg 50 - 51. 
65 Ibid Pg 57. 
66 Ibid Pg 58. 
67 Ibid 81.  
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2019 Queensland Monsoon Trough. After the flood: A strategy for long term recovery.   

Much of the Gulf Academy approach is about supporting how parents, families and 

communities come together to support their children into the future, at community and 

regional levels.  The “After the Flood” strategy was developed in response to the 2019 flood 

event in Queensland.  It identified five strategic priorities to direct efforts and investments to 

achieve the economic, environmental and social prosperity that individuals, communities and 

businesses want for their future. 68 Priority 4 in the strategy is about “Fostering connected 

and Cohesive communities”, with three focus areas identified: mental wellbeing, leadership 

and local capability and the provision of sustainable, flexible and innovative community 

services.  

Th strategy also identified a number interconnected actions to support connected and 

cohesive communities actions that resonate with the Gulf Academy concept.  They include:   

 Encouragement of the delivery of innovative educational opportunities in regional areas. 

 Supporting and investing in local leadership capability. 

 Supporting local infrastructure and events designed to bring individuals, families and 

communities together.  

 Focusing on preventative health measures. 

 Coordinated health services and cross sector collaboration.  69 

……………………………… 

At state and regional levels there are a raft of policies and strategies that support the 

development of the Gulf Academy.  They include:   

A Blueprint for Queensland's North West Minerals Province.  

Commissioned by the Queensland Department of State Development, Infrastructure, Local 

Government and Planning, the Blueprint outlines the Queensland Government's approach to 

meeting short and medium-term priorities for the development of the Province and the 

economic opportunities it presents70. 

Centred around Mount Isa and Cloncurry, the North West Minerals Province includes the 

Lower Gulf Shires of Doomadgee and Burke and is one of the world’s richest mineral-

producing regions. 

Due to expire at the end of the current 2020/21 year, the Blueprint outlines three investment 

priorities for the Queensland Government: 

 

68 ‘2019 Queensland Monsoon Trough. After the flood: A strategy for long-term recovery, Commonwealth of Australia 2020 pg 2 
69 Ibid pp31-36 
70 https://www.statedevelopment.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/12231/nwmp-strategic-blueprint.pdf  

https://www.statedevelopment.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/12231/nwmp-strategic-blueprint.pdf
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 Facilitating continued resources sector development focusing on large-scale geological 

programs to help identify the next generation of commercial mineral deposits and to 

support frontier gas exploration. 

 Diversifying the regional economy and creating employment opportunities including 

targeted support for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and other young 

people, and the development of the North West Queensland Economic Diversification 

Strategy (see below). 

 Working with businesses and the community to deliver integrated and appropriate 

services focusing on improving government and collaborative service delivery, 

maintaining and building community resilience, and engaging with regional stakeholders 

in blueprint implementation. 

As part of this approach, a North West Minerals Province Community Strategy and Action 

Plan Reference Group was established within the then Department of Communities, Disability 

Services and Seniors with the purpose of facilitating “local input to the development, content 

and design of the Community Strategy and Action Plans and to support their validation at the 

local level via established community and stakeholder networks.”71 

With the restructuring in Queensland Government Department following the 31 October 

2020 State Election, it is not clear whether this priority is still being pursued. 

There is no indication, at the time of writing, that the Blueprint is going to be updated, 

extended or expanded. 

North West Queensland Economic Diversification Strategy 

A key action of A Strategic Blueprint for Queensland’s North West Minerals Province (see 

previous section) the North West Queensland Economic Diversification Strategy was released 

in August 2019.72 

The strategy identifies a range of opportunities across the resources, agriculture, tourism, 

business and industry sectors that have the potential to support long-term sustainable 

growth in North West Queensland and outlines a suite of initiatives and actions for 

implementation by mid-2021. Those initiatives are structured around three key themes: 

 enhanced investment environment; 

 strong supply chains; and, 

 sustainable communities. 

The sustainable communities theme had two goals and associated actions: 

 

71 https://www.communities.qld.gov.au/industry-partners/stakeholder-engagement/north-west-minerals-province-community-strategy-
action-plan-reference-group 
72 https://www.statedevelopment.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0015/33306/nw-qld-economic-diversification-strategy.pdf 
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 Maximise local economic development outcomes by implementing the Community 

Strategy proposed in the Strategic Blueprint for Queensland’s North West Minerals 

Province and focusing on developing action plans for each of the 10 local government 

area in the Minerals Provence to support key projects which contribute to population 

retention, community capacity building and economic development. 

With the restructuring in Queensland Government Departments following the 31 October 

2020 State Election, it is not clear whether this priority and the development of 

community action plans is still being pursued. 

 Improve regional employment outcomes through optimised workforce planning.  The 

principal action under this goal involves the Employment Services Manager within the 

(then) Department of State Development taking an active leadership role in engaging 

with potential employers and proponents during project development to determine skills 

requirements, and in facilitating introductions between project proponents, community 

organisations and registered training organisations. 

Again, with the restructuring in Queensland Government Departments following the 2020 

State Election, it is not clear whether this action is still being pursued. 

As is the case for the Strategic Blueprint for Queensland’s North West Minerals Province, 

there is no indication, at the time of writing, that the Economic Diversification Strategy is 

going to be evaluated, updated, extended or expanded. 

North West Queensland Strategic Development Study 

Initiated by MITEZ (Mount Isa to Townsville Economic Development Zone) in partnership with 

Gulf Savannah Development and released in 2014, the Strategy “…aims to outline 

development opportunities and priorities in the North West and Gulf region for next 30 

years”73 

Working Group Members for the development of the Strategy included representatives from 

Burke Shire Council & Gulf Savannah Development.  Comprising ten Shires, the North West 

Region includes the Lower Gulf Shires of Doomadgee, Burke and Carpentaria 

Four strategic development priorities for the region are identified based on economic 

potential, available resources, and the major national and international economic trends set 

to impact the region over the coming decades: 

 New Mine Exploration and Development. 

 Irrigated and Intensified Agriculture. 

 Energy Generation, Security, and Export. 

 Supply Chain Productivity, Efficiency, and Reliability. 

 

73 http://www.mitez.com.au/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/nwq_strategic_development_study_final_2014.pdf  

http://www.mitez.com.au/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/nwq_strategic_development_study_final_2014.pdf
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Local labour initiatives and in particular skills training and local employment programs were 

identified within the Strategy as one of five keys to creating the environment for investment 

and economic development in the region. 

Queensland Government role in Closing the Gap. 

The Queensland Government is committed to a new way of working with First Nations 

peoples to achieve better life outcomes in health, education, employment and housing. The 

Closing the Gap Agreement reflects the Queensland Government’s commitment to significant 

reforms to reframe the relationship, in partnership with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Queenslanders. The Queensland Government states that it is working in partnership with 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people through their representatives, at the National, 

State and local level, to ensure a focus on achieving long term social and economic outcomes 

for Queensland’s First Nations people. 74 

A relevant example of this partnering approach is the Local Thriving Communities (LTC) 

reform, which commits the Queensland government to working with the State’s 19 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities to establish greater decision-making 

authority in service delivery and economic development.  The reform is described as a long-

term process that will embed change, resulting in a visibly different way of working alongside 

communities across the State to improve outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Queenslanders.   

Independent decision-making bodies will begin providing a representative voice for engaging 

with Queensland Government to: 

 Make decisions about their own future. 

 Build on their strengths as a community. 

 Invest in the things that will make communities stronger, that will make a difference to 

people’s lives. 

 Create thriving communities. 

Community knowledge, research and evidence and lessons learnt over time will inform Local 

Thriving Communities, with the principles of self-determination, participation, equality and 

culture underpinning the initiative.  Importantly LTC will not replace existing decision-making 

structures. 75 

Advancing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education:  An action plan for Queensland. 

Queensland Department of Education has identified the factors that contribute to the 

success of Aboriginal and Torrs Strait Islander students, including: 

 Giving a child a great start. 

 

74 https://www.datsip.qld.gov.au/programs-initiatives/closing-gap 
75 https://www.datsip.qld.gov.au/programs-initiatives/tracks-treaty/local-thriving-communities/about-local-thriving-communities  Accessed 
18 March 2021 

https://www.datsip.qld.gov.au/programs-initiatives/tracks-treaty/local-thriving-communities/about-local-thriving-communities
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 Engaging parents. 

 Building capability. 

 Reaching learning potential. 

 Young people equipped for the future.  76 

 The graphic below expands on this.   

 

Cultural Capability Plan 

The Queensland Department of Youth Justice has recognised the importance of cultural 

capability in working with vulnerable Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.  Elements 

of the Cultural Capability Action Plan include:   

 Having culturally responsive services and systems. 

 

76 https://indigenousportal.education.qld.gov.au/strategies/Documents/action-plan.pdf  Accessed 18 March 2021 

https://indigenousportal.education.qld.gov.au/strategies/Documents/action-plan.pdf
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 Leadership and accountability. 

 Build cultural capability to improve economic and social participation.   

 Value culture. 

 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander engagement and stronger partnerships.   

The graphic below expands on this.  77  

 

 

Shifting minds: Queensland Mental Health, Alcohol and Other Drugs Strategic Plan 2018–

2023 

The health and wellbeing of young people are important elements in the design and 

operation of the Gulf Academy.  The 2018 – 2023 Strategic Plan, and in particular its guiding 

principles, meshes with the approach of the Gulf Academy:   

 Being person centred. 

 Valuing the lived experience of people, families, and carers. 

 

77 https://www.cyjma.qld.gov.au/resources/dcsyw/about-us/publications/coporate/timeline.pdf 

 

https://www.cyjma.qld.gov.au/resources/dcsyw/about-us/publications/coporate/timeline.pdf
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 Belief in hope and recovery.  

 Valuing culture. 

 Adopting a social determinants approach to mental health and wellbeing.  

 Supporting equality. 

 Belief in collective responsibility being vital to reform. 

 Adopting a joined-up planning approach that reflects population need and evidence.   

The strategy’s areas of focus also align with the Gulf Academy concept in that both are about 

ensuring outcomes that are about: 

 Supporting better lives through person centred and integrated services.  

 Investing to save through early intervention. 

 Creating systemic improvements through a balanced approach and collective action.  78 

…................. 

At a local government level, strategic and planning documents note priorities and initiatives 

that mesh with the aims of the Gulf Academy, for example: 

 The Burke Shire Community Plan 2011-2021 describes a number of community themes 

including, under the heading of “Economy”, having a strong, innovative economy and 

skills and education for local jobs.    Within the plan there are statements that encourage 

businesses to look at employee retention and succession planning, pre-planning for 

industry expansion and growth not being seen as a threat but an essential component of 

(economic) longevity.  79 

 The Doomadgee Shire Corporate Plan, 2020 – 2024 has as its key priorities rebuilding 

respect in the community, community leadership, diversifying revenue streams through 

business and other opportunities, developing local employment.  All these priorities 

support the concept of a Gulf Academy.  80 

 The Carpentaria Shire Council Corporate Plan 2017 – 2021, seeks to achieve outcomes, 

focused on creating a community that is creative, well educated, active and healthy, 

sustainable and resilient, connected and inclusive.  These outcomes also resonate with 

the intention of the Gulf Academy.  81 

 The Carpentaria Shire Economic Development Strategy 2020 identified a number of 

challenges for the economic development of the region, including retaining young people 

 

78 https://www.qmhc.qld.gov.au/shifting-minds  
79 Burke Shire Community Plan 2011-2021, A shared vision – Linking our Future.  Pgs 9-17.   
80 https://www.doomadgee.qld.gov.au/publications/corporate-plan/  
81 
https://www.carpentaria.qld.gov.au/edrms/download/MzA5MjkxfHxXZWJzaXRlIC0gTkVXL0NvdW5jaWwvUHVibGljYXRpb25zL0NvcnBvcmF0
ZSBQbGFuL0NhcnBlbnRhcmlhIFNoaXJlIENvdW5jaWwgQ29ycG9yYXRlIFBsYW4gMjAxNyAtIDIwMjIucGRm  

https://www.qmhc.qld.gov.au/shifting-minds
https://www.doomadgee.qld.gov.au/publications/corporate-plan/
https://www.carpentaria.qld.gov.au/edrms/download/MzA5MjkxfHxXZWJzaXRlIC0gTkVXL0NvdW5jaWwvUHVibGljYXRpb25zL0NvcnBvcmF0ZSBQbGFuL0NhcnBlbnRhcmlhIFNoaXJlIENvdW5jaWwgQ29ycG9yYXRlIFBsYW4gMjAxNyAtIDIwMjIucGRm
https://www.carpentaria.qld.gov.au/edrms/download/MzA5MjkxfHxXZWJzaXRlIC0gTkVXL0NvdW5jaWwvUHVibGljYXRpb25zL0NvcnBvcmF0ZSBQbGFuL0NhcnBlbnRhcmlhIFNoaXJlIENvdW5jaWwgQ29ycG9yYXRlIFBsYW4gMjAxNyAtIDIwMjIucGRm
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in the region after completing their education externally, lack of a skilled and experienced 

workforce and a pool of potential candidates for jobs, limited local training opportunities 

(e.g.TAFE), and a lack of skilled education and training staff locally.  82  The Gulf Academy 

concept goes some way to potentially addressing all of these issues.    

 The Mornington Island Corporate and Operational Plan 2019 – 2024, identifies a number 

of outcomes that relate to the establishment of a Gulf Academy, including identifying and 

implementing strategies to maximise opportunities for sustainable Indigenous 

employment, the promotion of sustainable economic and community development, and 

promotion of the enhancement of health and wellbeing through coordinated service 

delivery.  83 

A recent press statement made by the Mayor of Mornington Shire Council confirms the 

need for service provision to the council and community.  84   

In short, key local government councils in the Lower Gulf have strategic level plans and 

policies that align with the intentions of a Gulf Academy.   

 

Conclusion: 

It is clear that there is solid policy and program support for the elements of the Gulf Academy 

initiative across all levels of government.   

Significantly however, in almost all of the Australian and Queensland government policies 

and programs the support is offered along siloed jurisdictional and portfolio lines.  The 

support is potentially there, however it resides within an ocean of separate uncoordinated 

program components, an ocean which tends to ebb and flow over time.   

The policy framework that does offer some opportunity however is the Partnership 

Agreement on Closing the Gap July 2020.  This agreement recognises the difficulty navigating 

the ocean referred to above and offers an equitable opportunity to share decision making 

relating to how policy and programs are applied, creating opportunities for Co-design of 

solutions to clear community needs.  This proposition will be further developed later in this 

document.     

 

  

 

82 
https://www.carpentaria.qld.gov.au/edrms/download/NDgyMzcyfHxXZWJzaXRlIC0gTkVXL0NvbW11bml0eS9FY29ub21pYyBEZXZlbG9wbWV
udCBTdHJhdGVneS9DYXJwZW50YXJpYSBTaGlyZSBDb3VuY2lsIEVEUyAtIEJhY2tncm91bmQgUGFwZXIucGRm  
83 https://www.mornington.qld.gov.au/corporate/corporate-documents/  
84 Media release:   Mornington Island in a State of Crisis.  https://www.mornington.qld.gov.au/mornington-island-in-state-of-crisis/ 

https://www.carpentaria.qld.gov.au/edrms/download/NDgyMzcyfHxXZWJzaXRlIC0gTkVXL0NvbW11bml0eS9FY29ub21pYyBEZXZlbG9wbWVudCBTdHJhdGVneS9DYXJwZW50YXJpYSBTaGlyZSBDb3VuY2lsIEVEUyAtIEJhY2tncm91bmQgUGFwZXIucGRm
https://www.carpentaria.qld.gov.au/edrms/download/NDgyMzcyfHxXZWJzaXRlIC0gTkVXL0NvbW11bml0eS9FY29ub21pYyBEZXZlbG9wbWVudCBTdHJhdGVneS9DYXJwZW50YXJpYSBTaGlyZSBDb3VuY2lsIEVEUyAtIEJhY2tncm91bmQgUGFwZXIucGRm
https://www.mornington.qld.gov.au/corporate/corporate-documents/
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More detail on the proposition. 

The Gulf Academy is an idea that has found its time.  History and the data that describes that 

history, indicates the need for an integrated system of development for young people in the 

region, to be part of an overall approach to economic and social development in the Lower 

Gulf.  There is an argument to say that what has hampered the responses to this clear need 

in the past has been the systems that were designed to support social, educational and 

economic development.  At this point in time: 

 The need for targeted and sustained social, educational and economic development in 

the region remains and appears to be increasing. 

 Research, both academic and lived experience, gives us a good idea of what is needed in 

the Lower Gulf.  Moving from where things are at the moment to where they need to be 

is unlikely to occur using current approaches and systems.  Put simply, current 

approaches and systems have not worked all that well in the last twenty years, and there 

is not a compelling reason for them to work in the future. 

 The current policy and program environment appears conducive to doing things 

differently, to looking at the systems that can effectively deliver sustainable results, 

socially, educationally, economically, and culturally across the region.   

If it is timely to do things differently, what ideally should this look like?  The academic and 

research literature paints a reasonably clear picture as to what works in the development of 

young people to make a valuable contribution to their community, within the context of 

remote and primarily Indigenous Australia.  This picture is made up of the following 

elements:   

Education in remote Indigenous Australia.  

 There is a lot involved in delivering effective education outcomes in remote Australia.  

 All the contributing parts need to be coordinated to deliver effective outcomes.   

 Partnerships, between families, schools, training providers, health and care professionals, 

employers, government and many more, is what sits behind education success.   

 These partnerships are needed to support active interest and action by all involved is 

achieving and sustaining educational outcomes.    

 An “Anchor” organisation may be useful to support required coordination and partnering 

activity.   

 Within education delivery, there needs to be a climate of achievement as well as ensuring 

cultural safety.   

 To be effective, education needs to link with culture and learning practical skills to 

support initial and sustained engagement.  Linked to the previous point, for many young 
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people, education needs a “hook”; something practical that they aspire to and to work 

with.  This both attracts young people to education and supports their sustained interest.  

 An “Academy” approach appears to support educational, social, and cultural outcomes.  

   

 Young people need options to flow from education; options as to what they can and want 

to do on their pathway to adulthood.   

 Finally, there is a net economic benefit to the community, region, and nation in ensuring 

strong educational outcomes in remote Australia.   

Boarding. 

 While boarding is an option for some families it has issues outside of financial cost. 

 What works with boarding tells us a lot about the need for real communication and 

engagement with young people and their families by educational institutions.   

 It will be useful to explore options for “on country” or place-based boarding. 

 Irrespective of on or off country boarding, transition to the next stage of education needs 

to be well coordinated and managed.     

Engagement of young people in remote communities with education, employment and 

broadly.   

Disengagement of young people in education and the positive aspects of community life 

more broadly have been a clear and strong theme in our conversations with people.  The 

available research provides some insight as to what works in engaging / reengaging young 

people including:   

 In many cases young people do recognise that education leads to a job or the possibility 

of income, however they do not necessary understand the actual pathway, and how this 

may be realised.  Working with young people and the broader community to determine 

appropriate, relevant and achievable pathways in a process that is tailored for each young 

person is seen to be the most effective strategy: A one size fits all approach will not work.   

 For those providing services to young people, definitions of what success looks like differ 

across remote and urban settings.  Outcome measures need to be set within the context 

of particular remote communities.   

 Again, in relation to those providing services to young people, staff turnover and fly-in-fly 

out service delivery compromises sustainable engagement with young people.   

 Culture plays an important part in engagement.  It is an important element in the mix of 

factors impacting the lives of young people in remote communities.  If young people are 

disengaged, abuse alcohol or solvents, are unsafe, lack routine and structure and are 

disconnected from their culture, it is challenging to provide support to them in a way that 

can be accepted and is effective.  
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 Aspirations of many young people (i.e. what they want to do in the future) tend to be 

place-based, within their local community and region.  For many young Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people from remote areas “dreams about education and 

employment attainment are secondary to family and are predominantly seen as a way of 

enabling access to the basics for themselves and family” 85.  Putting these points together, 

effective engagement with young people needs to factor in the family and their role in it 

and the broader community and their role in it.    

 Initiatives designed for young people in remote communities will only work if the basic 

health and welfare needs of young people are addressed.  86 

Substance misuse and support for young people in remote areas.   

Substance misuse in remote Australia and particularly in relation to Indigenous communities 

has attracted significant research for more than twenty years.   

Research tells us that:  

 People living in regional and remote areas are more likely to drink frequently or at levels 

that are harmful to their health.  

 Overall use of illicit drugs in regional and remote areas is similar to that in cities, however 

the type and frequency of drug use varies considerably. For example, people in remote 

and very remote areas are 2.5 times more likely to use meth/amphetamines as those in 

cities.   

 Cannabis use is also more widespread and frequent in remote and very remote settings.   

 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people also experience a disproportionate amount of 

harm from alcohol and drug use.   

 People living remotely believe alcohol and drug issues are one of the top health priorities 

for their local community.   

 Attitudes and beliefs (about alcohol consumption) are copied among adolescents and 

influenced by widespread supply of alcohol by parents to teenagers in many regional and 

remote areas.  In response, adolescents living outside cities are up to 80% more likely to 

consume alcohol, particularly at levels that are harmful to their health.   

Research also tells us that:  

 To adequately address substance misuse in a community a combined approach is needed 

for prevention, intervention, and treatment.   

 

85 Walker, Lyndal Jane. "Giving voice to first nations young people disengaged from education in the northern territory with a specific focus 
on barriers to education and their aspirations for the future." Australian and International Journal of Rural Education 29.1 (2019): 58-71. 
86 Goodrick, Delwyn, Jenny Allen, and Esmeralda Trafford. "Positive pathways for young people in remote communities: What works." 
(2012). 
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 Addressing substance misuse needs responses at all levels - individual, family and 

community.   

Research on the circumstances of young people also emphasises the need to recognise the 

impact that intergenerational trauma, lack of opportunity and poverty play in their lives.  This 

needs to be factored into creating a supportive context for engaging with young people on 

issues of substance misuse.   

Research, specifically on younger people, identifies a number of characteristics that need to 

be present for support and treatment to be effective.  They include:   

 Assessment and treatment need to be client-centred and socio-culturally relevant.   

 The quality of the client relationship is fundamental to success, with the quality of the 

relationship at times being more important than treatment, particularly in keeping the 

young person engaged.    

 Any treatment needs to integrate with the range of responses to the complex needs of 

young people in a community setting.   

 Family needs to be involved.   

 Services provided need to be of sufficient duration and intensity.  Three months has been 

identified as a minimum time needed for effective treatment while young people with 

complex needs will take longer.   

 Abstinence is unlikely; therefore, a harm reduction approach is more useful.   

 Engagement and retention must include reliability, respectful attitude, enthusiasm and 

genuine listening.  Treatment needs to include approaches that are behavioural, 

experiential and skills focused.   

 Treatment needs to identify, reinforce, and build upon the strengths of the young person.    
87  

Economic development in remote communities.   

There has been a flurry of research activity up until the mid-2010s that indicates there is a 

strong link between economic and social development in remote communities.  Important 

ideas relating to this concept include:     

 In its study into what works to overcome Indigenous disadvantage, the Closing the Gap 

Clearing House identified nine factors that positively impact on both economic 

participation and social / community cohesion and safety: 

o Community involvement and engagement.  

 

87 Martineau, Fred, et al. "Population-level interventions to reduce alcohol-related harm: an overview of systematic reviews." Preventive 
medicine 57.4 (2013): 278-296. 
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o Adequate resourcing and planned and comprehensive interventions. 

o Respect for language and culture.  

o Working together through partnerships, networks and shared leadership.  

o Development of social capital.  

o Recognising underlying social determinants of disadvantage.  

o Commitment to doing projects with, not for, Indigenous people.  

o Creative collaboration that builds bridges between public agencies and the 

community and coordination between communities, non-government and 

government to prevent duplication of effort.  

o Understanding that issues are complex and contextual. 88 

 There is a difference in the elements and operation of Indigenous remote economies 

compared to mainstream economies.  In particular, economic development should be 

viewed as a process that might enhance Indigenous participation in local, regional, and 

national economies.  At the centre of this view is a proposition that these local and 

regional economies are ‘hybrid economies’, with customary (or Aboriginal), market (or 

private) and state (or public) sectors interacting in different ways.  89   

 The importance of all elements of Indigenous remote economies being considered and 

responded to in any economic and social development. 

 The previous point is supported by the experience in Indigenous economies in other parts 

of the world.  For example, as far back as 1994 the First Nations Development Institute 

(FNDI) describes the sixteen elements that First Nations peoples (in the United States of 

America) consistently identified as important indicators of successful development. 90 

 

88 Closing the Gap Clearinghouse (AIHW, AIFS) 2011. What works to overcome Indigenous disadvantage: key learnings and gaps in the 
evidence. Produced for the Closing the Gap Clearinghouse. Canberra: Australian Institute of Health and Welfare & Melbourne: Australian 
Institute of Family Studies. 
89 Ibid. Pg 2 
90 90 Black, S. (1994). Redefining success in community development. Washington D.C.: Lincoln Filene Ctr., p. 2. https://www.firstnations.org/  

https://www.firstnations.org/
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The idea behind this model is that the process for long term development within a 

community context begins with a collective definition of cultural values, creating the 

possibility for building social cohesion in the context of personal, social, and institutional 

empowerment, which provides the necessary base for economic and social development that 

is actively inclusive. 91 

 

 

91 Chatway C.  Successful Development in Aboriginal Communities:  Does it Depend on a Particular Process?  Journal of Aboriginal Economic 
Development (Canada) Volume 3/No1/2002.   
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Conclusion:   

These observations on research into educational, social and economic development are 

relevant to the establishment and operation of the Gulf Academy.  They have also informed 

and been evidenced in conversations with stakeholders and potential partners in the Gulf 

Academy.  These conversations, in turn, have let to the development of a draft Gulf Academy 

architecture, made up of a number of discrete and linked elements. 

Importantly the Gulf Academy concept is one that recognises the importance of: 

 Having an “Anchor” organisation, an organisation with a proven record of delivery and 

sustainability to develop and sustain the elements of the Gulf Academy.  (The likely 

“Anchor organisation” in thia case is Bynoe CACS, which has a proven record of delivering 

social and economic programs that benefit people across the region, since 1975.)  92 

 Developing solutions and initiatives with local people, not imposing solutions on them.   

 The importance of family and community being involved in any design of programs / 

initiatives impacting young people.   

 Respect for language and culture and integrating language and culture into any 

educational, social; and economic responses to the needs oof people across the region. 

 Linked to the above, a recognition of the importance of country and maintaining and 

supporting connection with it.     

 The importance of genuine collaboration and partnerships in developing and sustaining 

local, place-based solutions.   

   

  

 

92 Established in 1975, the current Board of Directors of Bynoe CACS are all Indigenous. Bynoe CACS originally provided housing for 
Indigenous people to transfer from the aboriginal reserve into the township of Normanton. The organisation now provides a range of 
support services that compliment and advance the important areas of getting children to school, adults into work and improving community 
safety. 
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The architecture to this point - the proposition refined. 
A summary of the key components of the Gulf Academy concept in an earlier section of this 

document.  In this section we expand on some of these elements, in most cases to suggest 

appropriate ways to progress and promote those elements.  Note that they are presented as 

ideas to inform the Co-design process that needs to occur, not to define or overtake that 

process.    

Element 1.  Addressing poor outcomes (the problem). 

What is the challenge that Leaders want to address?  The message is clear, Leaders want to 

address the poor Social and Economic Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people in the Lower Gulf.   

The stories we have been told and the data we have examined in developing this document 

paint a clear picture; the Lower Gulf is one of the most socially and economically 

disadvantaged regions in Australia.  It is also clear that community, business and local 

government leaders are keen to see change and improvement.  Indeed, there is strong 

evidence that many attempts have been made over the years to address critical issues across 

the region.  While there have been some successes, ongoing and sustainable improvement 

has proved to be elusive.   

How does this happen?  There clearly is a need.  People know what the need is and have 

made attempts to address it and yet, over the years, the need has not been met.  A 

conclusion we have arrived at is that the social and economic circumstances of the Lower 

Gulf will only change significantly when the service delivery systems and the systems 

developed to support economic and social growth, change themselves to deliver community 

owned approaches tailored to the unique needs of the Lower Gulf.    

Element 2: A culturally, socially and economically strong Lower Gulf (the goal) 

The starting point in thinking about the Gulf Academy is to ask, what will it achieve, within 

the context of the previous element?  What will its impact be?  The impact will be that it will 

significantly contribute to:   

 

 

The Gulf Academy is not just about a boarding facility, a school, a vocational education 

facility, a rehabilitation facility or a program for cultural renewal and support.  It is about all 

of these things and more.   

Importantly, it is about bringing a number of independent elements together, through a 

synergistic process to accomplish a social and educational “gestalt” impact, where the Gulf 

Academy is more than the sum of its parts, and as such has a significant positive impact on 

the cultural, social, and economic wellbeing of people in the Lower Gulf.  This “gestalt” idea is 

important.  If the elements are approached singularly (as they have been in the past) there is 

a risk that some elements may receive funding support while others may not.  Without 

support for all of the elements it is unlikely that the approach will make any significant, 

Culturally, socially and economically strong Lower Gulf 
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positive difference; it will make little impact on the cultural, social and economic strength of 

the region. 

While it is relatively simple to picture the positive impact of the Gulf Academy on young 

people and their families, through the promotion of culture, educational engagement, social 

engagement, and the creation of vocational and educational pathways that work, there is 

another element that is also important.  That element is the Lower Gulf economy.  It is clear 

that the establishment and operation of the Gulf Academy will have a strong positive impact 

on the economy of the Lower Gulf region, particularly in the medium to long term.  This 

means that not only is the necessary investment in the Gulf Academy likely to be recovered, 

the contribution of the Academy to an ongoing and growing locally well educated, trained 

and skilled workforce will be significant. This in turn will feed the ongoing economic growth 

of the Lower Gulf economy.       

Element 3:  Self reliant adults. (The outcome) 

How will the Gulf Academy contribute to a culturally, socially, and economically strong Lower 

Gulf?  It will do this through achieving an outcome of:   

 

 

 

This element recognises the contribution that young people provide to the cultural, social 

and economic strength of a region.  The Gulf Academy is an initiative targeting young people 

to support their journey to becoming highly valued and contributing members of the region, 

through active engagement in employment and business, education and the cultural life of 

the region.   

Element 4:  The Bedrock.  

What are the key policies that the Gulf Academy is responding to?     

The Gulf Academy is deeply grounded in two policies.  Closing the Gap and the Northern 

Australia Development Agenda focus on ensuring that the lives of people in the Lower Gulf 

are safe and economically secure, with opportunities, particularly for Aboriginal people to 

appropriately access the cultural, social, educational, and economic opportunities available to 

them.     

 
As mentioned previously, these two policy directions set agendas that support the Gulf 

Academy proposition – they are the bedrock on which the Gulf Academy can be built.  Both: 

 Are long term future focused, recognising that work will need to continue over significant 

periods of time, perhaps over generations, for the desired outcomes to be achieved.    

 Have bipartisan political support. 

Self-reliant adults capable of competing equitably for employment, business, 

educational and cultural opportunities within the region and beyond”. 
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 When approached together, provide suitable frameworks on which to build long-term 

and sustainable social and economic capacity and capability that will have an impact 

locally, regionally, pan-regionally (Northern Australia) and, it could be argued, nationally.  

Importantly the strategic direction these policy frameworks provide support for local 

design and Co-design of appropriate structural and program solutions to economic and 

social development. 

 Linked to the previous paragraph, as has been observed earlier in this document, there is 

a significant level of dissatisfaction with service delivery systems in the Lower Gulf.  There 

is also a degree of cynicism as to the operation of government and their ability to 

facilitate effective service provision across the region.  When asked about this a common 

theme in our conversations with people is a belief that solutions exist locally, amongst 

local individuals, families and communities.  Co-design, particularly under the Closing the 

Gap agreement, offers an opportunity for government, community and industry to come 

together, build partnerships and trust and develop sustainable outcomes.     

 Provide a strategic “Umbrella” policy framework, under which a significant number of 

supporting tactical policy and program frameworks can inform direction at regional and 

local levels.      

Element 5:  Intake assessment. 

What links this policy bedrock to the outcome and eventual impact?  The starting point is to 

work with young people across the Lower Gulf, to accurately and consistently assess their 

cultural, social, educational and employment needs and aspirations.  This assessment is a 

platform for and a guide to their development path.   

The previous elements exist within the domain of the “big picture”.   This element, the 

“Intake Assessment” is at the opposite end of the spectrum. It is about ensuring that there is 

a well researched and developed, targeted approach to assessing young people in the Lower 

Gulf for the purpose of informing, evaluating and guiding their supported development.  It 

recognises that, currently, educational professionals working in Lower Gulf towns and 

communities do assess the capabilities of students within their area of responsibility and 

seeks to build on this base to implement and more integrated and holistic approach.  In short 

it is person-centred, supporting tailored opportunities to be explored with young people.   

One key stakeholder described this as:  

“Every kid in the community would spend time with an education professional to 

assess where they are, what they are good at, where they need development and how 

best to do this.  Their family would also be involved in this, to understand what their 

kids need and what they need to do to help.  All of this would be recorded and updated 

regularly and help parents and kids having conversations with the school about where 

their kids are going. They would have a map to tell them where they are going.   I am 

not sure how we do this, maybe an App…(laughter).  The point would be to have 
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ongoing conversations with kids about what they aspire to do and how they can get 

there, not just once a year necessarily, but pretty regularly.”  

Such an approach is likely to have a number of benefits including:   

 Establishing an individual baseline for each young person that could be used to inform 

the best approach to their individual development. 

 Establishing community and regional maps of shared educational and development need.  

 In some cases, increasing parental involvement in their children’s educational and social 

development.  This does not necessarily suggest that parents are disinterested currently, 

it suggests that the Intake Assessment process may be a suitable vehicle to support 

parents to engage with the education system more effectively.  This may have a knock-on 

effect in some cases, with parents coming to value education more, perhaps displayed 

through higher rates of school attendance. 

 Informing curriculum adaption and development for schools across the region. 

 Supporting resourcing arguments where specific regional needs are identified. 

 Supporting the ongoing development and delivery of the Gulf Academy Foundation 

Program initially, and eventually informing the delivery of vocational education and year 

11 and 12 education programs offered by the Gulf Academy. 

 It being a structured opportunity for young people to regularly to talk about potential 

positive futures and encouraging them to have a say in what those futures may look like.  

It could be seen as one of the faces of meaningful engagement for and with young 

people.     

This approach also offers a potential opportunity for research into how such assessments can 

best be conducted within the remote community context and inform the development of the 

assessment process over time, to ensure that it delivers the information necessary to 

continually recalibrate the educational delivery system in the Lower Gulf.    

 

Element 6:  Gulf Academy Foundation Program. 

 

 
The intake assessment will inform a significant Gulf Academy Foundation Program focusing 

on the cultural, social, and educational development of young people across the Lower Gulf.  

It will be delivered from a culturally and educationally appropriate facility based in 

Normanton, with participants drawn from across the Lower Gulf.  The program will be 
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delivered residentially with participants attending two (or more), three-week programs a 

year.     

As the name implies, this is about establishing a foundation for future success, irrespective of 

what educational, employment and life pathway young people may choose.   

The idea of a “Foundation Program” evolved from three linked sources.   

 The original brief for this project included a description of a requirement for an outreach 

program designed to prepare year 6 students for boarding school, and a program that 

reduced the risk of disengagement among young people in the Lower Gulf communities.  

The original brief also identified the need for a facility designed to assist young people 

with drug and alcohol issues, to complement a facility in operation at Normanton.   

 In conversations with people from the Lower Gulf strong concerns were expressed by 

many about the disconnection of many young people from their culture, families and 

communities.  This disconnection manifests itself often in high-risk taking behaviours such 

as offending and substance misuse.  Lesser risk behaviours (yet still concerning) that 

result include a reluctance to participate in available education and training and 

displaying disrespect to elders and community members.  One of the key features of 

these conversations was a view that “You have to start young.” to instil positive attitudes 

and behaviours in young people. 

 In speaking with educators and others involved with young people it became clear that 

while positive work was being done with individual disengaged young people it is not 

making the impact needed overall.  (This view seems to be supported by school 

attendance and youth offending statistics.) 

One view, offered by a number of people, was that for things to change a critical mass of 

young people needed to be exposed to positive concepts about themselves, their 

communities and their futures.  Without such a critical mass it is unlikely that individuals will 

be able to withstand the pressure of peers in their home communities once they have 

completed appropriate support programs.    

The Foundation Program:  

 Will take the form of form of a life-skills and preparation program catering to students 

from Years 5-9. It will operate out of a purposely built, Normanton based (site to be 

identified) residential facility, that can cater to 40 students at any given time. (At the time 

of finalising this report we have been made aware that traditional owners of Bentinck 

Island are also open to considering the utilisation of current infrastructure on the island 

for use as a site for the Foundation Program.) 

 The training delivered will be based on Education Queensland’s Indigenous Leaders of the 

Future Program and will involve students undertaking a series of training ‘blocks’, each of 

3 x week’s duration, over the course of a calendar year.  It will be integrated with the 

Queensland Government education curriculum; not as an add on but as a part of a 
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curriculum to be delivered to young people across the Gulf.  Expressed another way, the 

Foundation Program is not an “add on”, it is an integrated element of how education is 

delivered.    

 The Foundation Program will operate on a rolling program basis and made available to 

four distinct cohorts (Years 5-6, 7, 8, 9), thereby enabling it to be delivered to up to 160 

students per year i.e., 4 x cohorts of 40 students undertaking 3 x blocks (of 3 x weeks 

training) per calendar year = 36 weeks of training delivered by the Gulf Academy 

Foundation Program.  (Note that there may be an opportunity to incorporate those 

attending year 10 in Lower Gulf Schools where this option is available.)   

 As noted previously, the Foundation Program will be delivered from a culturally and 

educationally appropriate facility based in Normanton, with participants drawn from 

across the Lower Gulf.  At this stage a number of options as to a potential site have been 

canvassed, including, the use of the current TAFE site (non-longer in use), and / or a site 

identified on Delta Downs station, approximately 20kms from Normanton.       

 Delivery of the Foundation program will be multi-faceted.  It will be delivered by elders 

and leaders, educators at a range of levels and also those drawn from the broader 

community context.  For example, it may be useful to have some roles embedded within 

the Foundation program, such as a Police liaison person and an Alcohol and Other Drugs 

educator.  In the case of these two examples their function would be preventative, 

working with young people around how to avoid negative contact with the juvenile 

justice system and steering clear of alcohol and other substance abuse.   

Element 7:  Targeted AOD support. 

 
The Gulf Academy model accepts that young people will come to it with a variety of needs, 

both in nature and severity.  It recognises the reality of significant levels of substance misuse 

amongst young people.  As such, targeted Alcohol and Other Drug support will be linked to 

the Foundation Program, managed through the Intake Assessment process.   

It needs to be noted that the focus here differs from the Foundation Program. This is 

targeted support, targeted to those small number of young people with significant support 

needs.  It is about focusing on the person and their particular needs.  Importantly, while this 

may be delivered as an outreach service from the current rehabilitation service in 

Normanton, it will be youth specific reflecting that the treatment needs of young people are 

different from those of adults.        
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Element 8:  Gulf Academy Opportunity Enhancement Program. 

The Foundation Program will be useful, but it will not be enough to achieve the full impact 

sought.   What comes next?   

 

Gulf Academy Opportunity Enhancement Program is about the options available through an 

integrated Gulf Academy approach, with the Foundation Program forming a pipeline of young 

people ready to take up further development opportunities.   

It is about enhancing opportunities relating to:  

 The availability, level, and nature of education available in Normanton, as “capital of 

the Lower Gulf”.  

 Having a culturally and educationally appropriate boarding facility available to cater 

for young people from across the Lower Gulf, to take advantage of the centre of 

education and training excellence that Normanton could be.   

 Having strong and practical pathways for young people to undertake locally tailored 

vocational education, with a direct and strong connection to local employment. 

 Young people leaving the Gulf for educational and training opportunities.   

The sub elements consist of: 

 An educational institution / school in Normanton, providing access to year 11 and 12 

education focused on school-based apprenticeships / traineeships. 

 An associated vocational education and training facility, providing (at this stage) 

targeted Cert I & II training, linked to job placement.   

 A boarding facility for students / trainees participating in education and vocational 

training in Normanton.   

 Structured assistance, linked to the Foundation Program, for those young people 

taking up education options at boarding schools outside of the Lower Gulf. 

This element recognises that young people and their families will benefit from choices being 

available for their educational and employment futures, within and external to the region.  It 

is the access to these options and their application that will significantly contribute to having 

self-reliant adults capable of competing equitably for employment, business, educational and 

cultural opportunities within the Lower Gulf and beyond.   
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The Enhancement Options: 

A year 11 / 12 educational facility in Normanton.  This involve extending the year level 

coverage of the Normanton State School and/or the Gulf Christian College.  Creation of a new 

independent school to cover year 11 /12 is also a possibility, however it is unlikely that it 

would be viable from a financial perspective, given the potential number of students.  The 

education to be provided will have a focus on traineeships and school-based apprenticeships.   

Access to education in the Lower Gulf is reportedly something that many parents are 

interested in for reasons such as:   

 In the case of non-Normanton communities, their children not having to leave the 

region to continue their education.  

 It potentially being a less expensive option to boarding outside of the region.  

 Proximity allowing for greater connection with extended family and friends, 

particularly in relation to carrying out family and cultural obligations. 

 A regional boarding facility is more likely to be a culturally safe place for their 

children.     

Options for a potential boarding facility include: 

 Attaching such a facility to the Normanton State School.  (This is similar to a model 

adopted by the Northern Territory Government in Nhulunbuy and soon to be 

established facility in Tennant Creek.) 

 Attaching a facility to the Gulf Christian College.   

 Having a standalone boarding facility, with young people attending local schools in 

Normanton, in a way reflecting the way Cowboys House operates in Townsville.       

Vocational Education and Training and supported pathways to employment is an integral part 

of the Gulf Academy concept. Our research indicates the following:   

 There are skill shortages within the Lower Gulf, particularly in the areas of allied 

health, personal and carer services.  Opportunity also appears to exist in relation to 

civil construction, fishing and the pastoral sector.  Conversations with employment 

service providers and others in the Lower Gulf indicates that, in a number of the 

cases, vacancies have a skill requirement at the Certificate II and III levels.  At present 

the TAFE facility in Normanton is not functioning, although it appears to be in 

reasonably good physical condition and is equipped for woodwork and metal 

fabrication training.   

 Changes in the VET sector have resulted in delivery of Certificate level training being 

largely unviable from a cost recovery / resourcing perspective.  Put simply the 

numbers are not there currently to support the delivery of ongoing VET programs.  It 
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is clear however that there are skills in demand which could be delivered through 

block training delivered in Normanton, potentially using the TAFE facility.   

Having a boarding facility in Normanton could support the numbers necessary to make 

training delivery viable.  While this in itself would be useful, an important part of the Gulf 

Academy will be to have an embedded function for coordinating training and employment 

pathways.  This person(s) will be responsible for working with local industry and employers to 

identify skills in demand trends, liaise with VET providers to provide appropriate training for 

these in demand areas, facilitate work and on the job placements as required by many VET 

programs, and facilitate a smooth transition from VET to work.  This will ensure that “training 

for trainings sake” phenomena that permeates much of remote Australia is not a feature of 

the Gulf Academy.   

The Gulf Academy is about providing opportunities for the young people of the Lower Gulf 

and their families, opportunities that exist within the region. It is recognised that for some 

young people education and employment outside of the region may be appropriate for them 

and their families.  The Gulf Academy Foundation program will offer young people an 

opportunity to experience a quasi-boarding / residential experience for short periods (3 

weeks).  This, to some extent, will support the transition of young people to opportunities 

outside of the region.        

………….. 

The benefits of the Foundation Program and the Opportunity Advancement Program are 

clear. The success of these programs, and particularly the Opportunities Advancement 

Program is dependent on having sound intelligence on the local labour market, particularly in 

relation to the education and training requirements of that market.  It will be useful to have a 

body made up of local employers and industry groups, educators and trainers and local 

leaders, working together to map industry need now and into the future and use this to 

develop education and training pathways to satisfy these needs with local people.   

This approach is one taken by Tiwi people in the Northern Territory in the Northern Territory 

more than twenty years ago, through the establishment of a Tiwi Education and Training 

Board.   This group provides input into the Tiwi College, a wholly Tiwi owned and operated 

secondary education centre with a capacity for 150 young people, input that influences 

curricula and establishes pathways to work experience, job placement and employment. 93   

A similar approach is highly recommended to support the establishment and operation of the 

Gulf Academy.  Such a board could be established as a standalone entity, or perhaps an 

extension of Gulf Savannah Development or a part of the Gulf Academy.  Irrespective of how 

it is formed it will be an integral part of ensuring that the Gulf Academy education and 

training elements do not end up providing education and training products that do not result 

in clear employment outcomes.     

 

93 https://tiwilandcouncil.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=page&p=199&l=2&id=69&smid=152  

https://tiwilandcouncil.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=page&p=199&l=2&id=69&smid=152
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 Element 9:  Guiding principles. 

There is a lot to the Gulf Academy.  How will it all come together and how will it be 

sustained?   

As noted previously, the Gulf Academy is an idea that has been fermenting for some time.  

Over this time, those involved have confirmed a number of principles that will guide both the 

establishment, operation, and sustainability of the Gulf Academy.  They are:   

 
There are many stakeholders and partners involved in establishing, maintaining, and 

sustaining the Gulf Academy.  Many of these have worked together over the years to address 

educational, social, and economic issues across the Lower Gulf.  The Gulf Academy is a 

significant initiative and as such demands an open and collaborative approach to its 

development and operation, one that brings all appropriate government organisations 

together with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, organisations, and communities 

across the Lower Gulf.   

Importantly the Gulf Academy is a place-based initiative, one that brings the history and 

characteristics of the Lower Gulf together in an integrated ‘person and place’ approach that 

focuses on outcomes for young people, their families, communities and ultimately all living in 

the Lower Gulf.  The nature of the place-based approach and the partnering that will drive it 

will be formalised with government as part of the overall process of establishing the Gulf 

Academy.   

 
Every element and component of the Gulf Academy must contribute to building the 

individual and collective capacity / agency of young people across the region and those 

organisations that will contribute to the Gulf Academy, particularly those community-

controlled organisations involved.  Building the cultural, educational, employment and 

economic capability of individuals, families, organisations and partnering businesses across 

the region is fundamental to achieving a strong and sustainable Lower Gulf region.   

 
Despite its strategic importance to the nation, it could be argued that the Lower Gulf is the 

region that misses out – it is between two regions that for a range of reasons attract a 

significant level of government interest and support: Cape York and North East Arnhem Land.  

While recognising the inequity in this, those involved in the development of the Gulf 

Academy want to build on what is in place and working, particularly in relation to the 

provision of government services.  Their focus is to build and improve on what is in place, 

including those things currently delivered by government.     
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The prohibition of cultural practice under previous Protection policies, has had a devastating 

impact on culture practice in the lower Gulf. The loss of language, in particular, has 

decimated cultural practice. Without language, sacred stories could not be transferred from 

generation to generation and important ceremonies could not be performed.   

Many Elders report that this suppression of culture over decades lies at the heart of the 

disengagement and sense of hopelessness felt by many young people and their families.  

Those leading the concept of the Gulf Academy have a strong view that a focus of cultural 

and language amongst young people across the region will assist in recapturing the structural 

and societal norms and disciplines that underpin strong families and communities.  It is a 

necessary catalyst for change and making that change stick in the future.     

This is not to be an “add on”.  Culture and language will be integrated into everything the 

Gulf Academy does.   

 

The organisations working on making the Gulf Academy are made up of many people.  

Amongst them is a young, well-educated set of individuals, well versed in the collection and 

analysis of information and data.  Quality data and information is vital in enabling individuals, 

families, and communities to self-assess, and hence, to establish the foundation for strategy 

development. It is critical to planning, co-design, and co-production. 

A key principle of the Gulf Academy is to continue to build on this capability to work with 

government to collect and access data relevant to the Academy and use this to support 

evidenced based decision making and, in turn, assist in the measurement of progress toward 

the outcome identified and the impact that this initiative makes across the region.   

 

The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community controlled sector is a vibrant and vital 

part of our society. 

Community controlled organisations have delivered significant successes in service delivery 

and economic development across the Lower Gulf.  They are a major employer of our people 

and because they deliver culturally appropriate services, for many, they are the ‘provider’ of 

choice. The sector serves as a vehicle for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander self-determined 

development.  

These organisations have a real stake in the future of young people, their families, and 

communities across the Lower Gulf.  They are not going anywhere; they are rooted in their 
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communities and the region and as such will be available to support the Gulf Academy over 

the years and decades to a point of sustainability.    

 
The principle here is to work with those partners who can assist the establishment and 

operation of the Gulf Academy, outside of the formal government partnerships mentioned 

previously.  Wherever possible the Gulf Academy will partner with those who can provide 

guidance, expertise, support, and resourcing, while ensuring that the principle of community 

control remains in play.     

 
The Gulf Academy is a unique and ambitious initiative, containing several major components.  

It can only be achieved through a viable partnership between the Gulf communities, 

governments, the business community sectors and, through a comprehensive process of Co-

design and co-production – where each of the partners has skin in the game.  

This principle is based on a line of argument that working in a truly place-based way involves 

working in the intersection between community and economic development, service delivery 

and advocacy for service and program improvement. 94 

 

While a simple concept, place-based work is about dealing with competing approaches to 

working with disadvantage, as expressed below.   

 

94 Adapted from A Framework for Responding to Place Based Disadvantage: An Excerpt from a Scan of Social Disadvantage in Queensland 
2010 Action Plan. Uniting Care Centre for Social Justice 2010. 
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Tensions do exist between these perspectives on developing, maintaining, and sustaining the 

Gulf Academy and will best be managed through a well-designed and enduring Co-design 

process, one which is different from and far more iterative than the well-travelled 

consultation approach - it is the process of involving the end-user in the design of products or 

services. The process tracks through the phases of discovery, analysis, and refinement to 

produce an outcome.   

It is crucially important that Co-design activity is Co-design and not co-implementation.  95  

Based on observations over the last thirty years there is a risk that an initiative like the Gulf 

Academy could be driven by the bureaucracy, rather than the Lower Gulf community.  (More 

detail on Co-design appears later in this document and in the Implementation Plan.)  

The diagram on the following page describes how all of the necessary elements of the Gulf 

Academy come together.   

 

95 This was a key point from the NDIS East Arnhem Co-design Project Evaluation Final Report, prepared for the Department of Prime 
Minister and Cabinet in June 2018.   The evaluation found that Stakeholders believed the Co-Design project was incorrectly named as it was 
designed in the National Disability Insurance Agency (NDIA) head office without their input.  It is an example of what can (and does) happen. 
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It is a model composed of many parts which is likely to evolve.  Co-design will assist in this 

however, the evolution will need to be supported by strong, enduring and yet flexible 

governance and operational management arrangements.   

 

Governance ownership and control.   
A crucial issue for the Gulf Academy is who best owns, manages, and operates the Academy.   

The history of the Tiwi College referred to previously in this document provides an insight 

into how a successful venture dedicated to the education, training and employment of young 

people can be established managed and sustained.  The Tiwi College is not the same as the 

Gulf Academy, however it has enough similarity for it to be used as a case study in what to 

consider.   

The Tiwi College as it is today, is a product of a process that started in the early 1990’s.  At 

that time Tiwi leaders became concerned at the inconsistent and poor education, training 

and employment outcomes for their young people.  In response to these concerns a Tiwi 

Education and Training Board was established with the assistance of the Australian 

Government employment and training department of the time.  This Board progressed, 

gathering momentum over some years and evolved through a Committee of the Tiwi Land 

Council (looking at the feasibility of establishing their own school) and then into the Tiwi 

Education Board, established in 2006.  96  This Board is the Tiwi Landowners’ policy making 

body for primary and secondary education on the Tiwi islands. It is comprised of up to ten 

senior Tiwi men and women who have a passion for children and education.  It was this 

 

96 https://tiwilandcouncil.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=page&p=199&l=2&id=69&smid=152  

https://tiwilandcouncil.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=page&p=199&l=2&id=69&smid=152
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Board, working with the Tiwi Land Council, that oversaw a successful bid for funding to build 

the Tiwi College - funding from the Federal Government, Aboriginals Benefit Account, and 

Tiwi-owned businesses. They also received assistance from the Mantiyupwi Land Owning 

group, who allocated the land for the College and provided financial assistance along with 

Wulirankuwu clan group.         

In the words of the Tiwi’s themselves:  

“The Tiwi College opened in 2008 and was operated by the Northern Territory 

Christian Schools Association until 2010 when the Tiwi Education Board took over full 

management and operations. The Tiwi College has expanded considerably since 2008 

and provides quality education for more than 80 Tiwi students. Attendance is around 

80 per cent, which is unheard of in remote, Indigenous secondary education. 

A feasibility study looking at expanding the role of the Tiwi Education Board at 

Milikapiti and Pirlangimpi primary schools, followed by the primary and secondary 

schools at Wurrumiyanga and Ranku, is being undertaken. 

The TEB is working towards achieving the vision for Tiwi education articulated by Tiwi 

Leaders more than 30 years ago, and continues to prepare Tiwi students for real 

employment, and full and rewarding lives.”  97 

Lessons from the Tiwi Experience are: 

 There needs to be a strong core of people to drive and achieve change.  

 If current systems of service delivery (in this case education and training) are not working, 

seek to change the systems. 

 Wherever possible utilise local partners, organisations and businesses to support 

education and employment pathways and outcomes.   

 Management of the intricate connections related to education, training, employment and 

economic advancement need constant attention and active management by local people.   

 This will take time; however, as is evidenced by the Tiwi experience, it is time worth 

taking.         

In the case of the Gulf there is an argument for forming a regional education and training 

board, to be involved, not only in the Gulf Academy, but in identifying and leveraging broader 

education, employment, and training opportunities across the Lower Gulf.  If this Board is 

established, it could contribute to the Co-design process.    

As to ownership and control of the Gulf Academy, ultimately what this looks like will likely be 

determined through the Co-design process.  It will be necessary however to have an entity 

 

97 https://tiwilandcouncil.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=page&p=198&l=2&id=69&smid=151  

https://tiwilandcouncil.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=page&p=198&l=2&id=69&smid=151
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available to facilitate and work with the Co-design process.   It needs to be an “Anchor” 

organisation as mentioned previously in this document, an organisation that has:  

 A proven record of service delivery. 

 The confidence and trust of people within the region and within government and 

particular funding partners.   

 Capacity to engage in the Co-design process.  

 A passion for the eventual outcome and ensuring that outcome has maximum impact.   

 Is prepared to be there “for the long haul” but also able to relinquish elements of the 

enterprise if needed.   

In considering this the authors of this Business Case have identified Bynoe CACS as a potential 

“Anchor” organisation.  If Bynoe were in a position to take up this a role it may be wise to set 

up a separate legal entity, linked to Bynoe to ensure a separation of Bynoe’s traditional 

business lines and the development and operation of the Gulf Academy.  Ultimately the 

nature of this entity would be a decision for the Bynoe Board.     
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So how does this all stand up against the key policies? 

The Closing the Gap Agreement clearly supports the idea of the Gulf Academy. The table below summarises how the Gulf Academy aligns with 

stated outcomes of the Agreement.    

Partnership Agreement on Closing the Gap 

Outcome Directly 

addresses 

Indirectly 

addresses 

How? 

1.  Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people enjoy long and 

healthy lives 
✓  

The GA’s strong focus on education, identity and physical and mental health 

will create a strong appreciation for life-long learning amongst the young 

people in the Lower Gulf. It will provide programs to tackle substance 

misuse, health and wellbeing, personal resilience and personal 

responsibility. It will lift engagement in employment, resulting in improved, 

lifelong health and wellbeing.  
 

2.  Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander children are born healthy 

and strong 

 ✓ 

The suite of programs delivered by the GA will contribute to more young 

people completing secondary education and moving into employment or 

pursuing further training and education opportunities. There is a direct 

correlation between increased education attainment, enhanced cultural 

identity, and improved health outcomes. In addition, access to substance 

misuse and culture programs will contribute to a reduction in substance 

misuse, self-harm. 
 

3. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander children are engaged in 

high quality, culturally appropriate 

 ✓ 

Overall, the GA approach will focus on building a positive culture around 

school attendance and education attainment. The programs will focus on 

the holistic needs of the young people and will be delivered in a culturally 
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early childhood education in their 

early years 

appropriate environment. It will contribute to a positive culture for learning 

at the individual, family and community levels. 
 

4.  Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander children thrive in their early 

years 
 ✓ 

Linked to the above, the GA will work closely with the communities and 

parents of young people in the region to ensure that each student has a 

personal development plan to support their development over time. This 

will lead to improvement in Australian Early Development Census domains.   
 

5. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander students achieve their full 

learning potential 
✓  

GA has a multi-pronged approach to school attendance, retention, 

engagement and performance in education and training.   

6. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander students reach their full 

potential through further education 

pathways 

✓  

By providing a range of programs and Boarding Schools facilities that are 

readily accessible to families in the region, the GA will fill a significant void in 

the Lower Gulf.  

7. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander youth are engaged in 

employment or education ✓  

The whole purpose of the GA is to support the education and training needs 

of young people to enable them to become self-reliant adults capable of 

competing for employment, business, educational and cultural opportunities 

within the region and beyond. 
 

8. Strong economic participation 

and development of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people 

and communities 

✓  

Although focusing on young people, the GA approach will produce a pipeline 

of people successfully transitioning to stable employment of local people in 

local jobs, reducing unemployment levels in age groups above 25.   

9. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people secure appropriate, 
 ✓ 

Over time the GA, through improved education and employment outcomes, 

will increase average income levels across the region, supporting home 

ownership or rental accommodation and, as a result reduce over-crowding 

and housing maintenance costs.  It will also contribute to increased numbers 
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affordable housing that is aligned 

with their priorities and need 

of young people with trade skills, which could be engaged in local building 

projects, thereby maximising the benefits to the communities from 

government investments in housing and infrastructure. 
 

10. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people are not 

overrepresented in the criminal 

justice system 
✓  

The GA will produce a pipeline of young people with a renewed appreciation 

and thirst for education, as well as pride in their culture and identity which, 

in-turn, will contribute to positive change in normative behaviours in the 

Gulf communities, reducing anti-social behaviour, crime and the number 

offenders, who would otherwise go on to offend in adulthood.   
 

11. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander young people are not 

overrepresented in the criminal 

justice system 

✓  

A key driver of the GA approach is to reduce levels of disengagement and 

offending.  It is about confronting a culture of offending at individual and 

community levels.     

12. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander children are not 

overrepresented in the child 

protection system 
✓  

The programs delivered by the GA will provide much needed support to 

families to enable them to meet the social and emotional needs of their 

children. The GA will work in close partnership with the parents and their 

communities to reduce the risk of young people entering into the child 

protection system.  

13.  Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander families and households are 

safe 

 ✓ 

The Foundation Program is about establishing/confirming the behaviours 

that support a culturally, socially and economically strong community, 

including individual, family and community safety.   

14. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people enjoy high levels of 

social and emotional wellbeing ✓  

The Foundation Program and the AOD components promote individual 

resilience, cultural identity and strength.  They are about giving young 

people hope and direction through confirming their identity and building a 

pathway to an independent and productive future.   
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15.  Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people maintain a 

distinctive cultural, spiritual, 

physical and economic relationship 

with their land and waters 

✓  

The GA program overall assists in equipping young people with the cultural, 

spiritual, physical and economic abilities to maintain and sustain a 

relationship with country and pass this on to their children.  A focus of the 

GA will be employment outcomes on-country.   

16.  Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander cultures and languages are 

strong, supported and flourishing 
✓  

A significant focus on the GA program is strengthening culture.  This includes 

drawing on and building on work already done across the region on 

strengthening languages.   

 

  



   
 

   
 

Necessities and Challenges inherent in the Gulf Academy approach. 

Research for the Gulf Academy Business Case has provided an opportunity for us to learn 

from other organisations who have been on a similar journey and been successful.  From 

conversations we know the following:   

 Education and training are key ingredients in young people’s success.  To be successful, 

teaching and learning environments need to ensure that each young person receives the 

support that they need to thrive.  

 Parental educational, employment and economic independence is what changes 

intergenerational disadvantage, so there is a need to provide a range of opportunities for 

families to engage in learning, formally and informally, families and not only their 

children.   

 In many cases families in the Lower Gulf are experiencing challenging life circumstances, 

so one of the functions of the Gulf Academy is to make it easier for them to access 

support services for their children.   

 Collaboration and partnerships are the key to successful place-based initiatives.   

 Commitments to facilities such as Gulf Academy need to be generational as 

transformational change takes time.  

 It is important to gather evidence along the way to evaluate progress, identify service 

enhancements and to continue to bolster arguments for systems and policy change.98   

Specific considerations for the Gulf Academy are listed below.     

 

Culture.   
In researching this Business Case, one message was loud and clear; cultural restoration and 

maintenance needs to be at the heart of everything the Gulf Academy does.  As part of our 

research, we recorded responses from stakeholders and interested parties from across the 

Lower Gulf as to the causal factors sitting behind the current educational, social and 

employment situation in the Lower Gulf.  From this we developed an Interrelationship 

Diagram99 to assist in identifying causal factors and effects.  (The resulting diagram appears in 

the Strategic Review document.) It indicates clearly that cultural support is the strongest 

contributor to social, educational and employment success in the region. 

From the perspective of those who developed this Business Case it is imperative that the 

development of the Gulf Academy and its operation be done through the lens of local 

culture(s).         

 

 

98 Adapted from OUR PLACE SUCCESS – Stories from Doveton College.   
99 https://asq.org/quality-resources/relations-
diagram#:~:text=An%20interrelationship%20diagram%20is%20defined,that%20are%20not%20easily%20recognizable.  

https://asq.org/quality-resources/relations-diagram#:~:text=An%20interrelationship%20diagram%20is%20defined,that%20are%20not%20easily%20recognizable
https://asq.org/quality-resources/relations-diagram#:~:text=An%20interrelationship%20diagram%20is%20defined,that%20are%20not%20easily%20recognizable
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Complexity v Complication.   

The Gulf Academy is a complex thing, it consists of many different and connected parts.  

However, it does not need to be complicated or hard to untangle.100  A key challenge will be 

to bring stakeholders and partners along; for them to come to understand and effectively 

work with the initiative’s complexity.  This is why shared decision making and Co-design is the 

recommended to establishing and operating the Gulf Academy.     

 

It is about young people and their futures.   
One of the key drivers of the Gulf Academy approach is to address the educational, social and 

in some cases cultural disengagement experienced by many young people across the region.  

As such it is of paramount importance to ensure that young people have a “place at the 

table” in the shared decision making and Co-design process.  Without this, it is unlikely that 

the Gulf Academy will have any credibility with young people.  Ways of actively and 

meaningfully engaging young people in the process will need to be identified early in the 

implementation of the Gulf Academy.   

 

It has to be about the safety of young people.  
The Gulf Academy is not simply a “facility”.  For the many attending it will be a home and will 

need to ensure all the safety that a good home offers.  In speaking with those involved in 

other facilities catering for the learning and training needs of young people in remote areas 

there was a clear message that parents valued the safety of their children above all else.  

Safety in this context involves physical safety and, importantly, cultural safety.  As indicate 

earlier in this document there is a view that one of the drivers of anti-social and disengaged 

behaviours amongst some young is the intergenerational and recent trauma in their lives.   

 

Good design. 
Conversations with the operators of facilities established to cater for learning, training and 

boarding indicate that good physical and culturally appropriate design is essential to the 

effective functioning of the facility.  There is a link to the previous point here with examples 

given of the importance of parents actively being involved in the facility design process.  In 

the case of Dawurr101, a boarding facility attached to Nhulunbuy High School in the Northern 

Territory catering for year 7-12 students, parental involvement in the architectural design of 

the facility buildings was reported to be one of the critical success factors in the 

establishment and operation of the facility.  

 

 

100 The distinction between complex and complicated are based on dictionary definitions.   
101 A 40 bed residential facility opened in 2017, with students from Yirrkala, Gunyungarra, Dhalinybuy, Garthalala, Galiwin’ku, Waurruwi and 
Croker Island.     
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Parental and family involvement. 

Reported success in remote education and training in the academic literature and lived 

experience reinforces the need for meaningful parental involvement in the Gulf Academy, on 

their terms.  Parents need to be regarded as equal partners, with educationalists, trainers, 

potential employers and government operatives in the design and delivery of education and 

training for their children.   

In the case of the Gulf Academy there is opportunity, for example, for parents to be involved 

in the governance of school and boarding facilities.  There will also be opportunities for elders 

and leaders to be involved in the development of Foundation Program curriculum and in its 

culturally appropriate delivery.   

There is evidence that this level of parental involvement supports not only the operation of 

the facility, it also encourages children to see their parents as a valuable partner in their 

education.  We saw an example of this at Doveton College102 in Melbourne, where the active 

involvement of parents in the operation of the facility was cited as one of the reasons for 

increasing student engagement in one of Australia’s most disadvantaged urban settings.  

Children see that parents value the school, demonstrated through their active involvement.  

It was expressed by one person interviewed simply, “When a young person sees their parent 

putting a lot of energy into the school, it is hard for them not to engage, at school and at 

home.”            

 

Governance. 
Having parents involved in the governance of the Gulf Academy a theme we picked up in our 

conversations with similar education and training facilities catering for similar organisations.   

 

You need to get the right people.             
The Gulf Academy is more than the sum of its parts.  It is about creating a sustainable positive 

impact for young people, their families, and their communities in the face of significant 

historic and environmental challenges. As such those to be involved in and be employed 

within the Gulf Academy need to be more than “suitable” to work there.  They need to be 

exceptional in both standards and commitment.  

On one hand this may make it difficult initially to recruit the right people, particularly those 

that may need to be imported to the region initially.  Advice from other similar facilities is to 

wait for the right people, rather than to simply take what is on offer.  One suggestion has 

been to actively market the unique opportunity that the Gulf Academy will offer. It is an 

opportunity to be involved in something that is “cutting edge” and will make a difference.  

This in itself may assist in attracting the right people.  

 

102 Doveton College is a very successful independent school, with a vision of all children and their families succeeding in life.  Established in 
2012, supported by the Coleman Foundation.   
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The Academy will support a number of positions, and a variety of occupations.  Where 

possible, local recruitment should be a priority, as it is likely that local applicants will have an 

understanding of the culture(s) underpinning everything the Gulf Academy does.  

 

Be careful of success. 
Throughout the process of developing this Business Case a number of key individuals raised 

concerns about the Gulf Academy “…being too successful”.  The concern is that the Gulf 

Academy will have constructive impacts on the lives of young people, in that it provides them 

with positive pathways to develop themselves and through this effectively engage in 

education, training, the life of their communities and for most ultimately useful employment.   

Much of the Gulf Academy approach is about preventing young people from making poor 

choices.  It is the case however that young people across the region have already made poor 

choices that this has placed them in difficult positions.  Part of the role of the Gulf Academy, 

through the Intake Assessment process, allows troubled young people to enter and be 

supported by the Gulf Academy system at different points.    

For exampling in the case of a young person completely disengaged from education and 

guilty of offending, the Gulf Academy may be able to reengage that person through the 

Foundation Program and other supports, opening doors to returning to education and / or 

training.  

A risk in this is the potential perception of youth justice organisations and the courts seeing 

the Gulf Academy as successfully working with troubled youth and therefore being a 

sentencing option.  It needs to be made clear that while the Gulf Academy is about 

supporting troubled young people it is not designed to be a sentencing option.      
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Likely cost 

Establishing and then sustaining the Gulf Academy will require a significant investment over 

time – one which will produce a real return for the families, communities and economy of the 

Lower Gulf and generations of local young people for decades into the future. 

While actual costs will be very reliant on the outcomes of the Co-design process and, as a 

result, the final specifications for each of the programs that will comprise the Gulf Academy, 

the following cost estimates and commentary for each of the major components of the 

Academy is provided as a guide to the scale of capital and operational costs involved. 

 

Gulf Academy Secretariat / Task force 
The first cost associated with the Academy, the GA Secretariat/Task Force , will facilitate the 

Co-design of the Academy and its components and guide their progressive establishment and 

development. 

Initially staffed by a Project Manager/CEO and Administrative Officer, the annual operational 

cost of the Secretariat is estimated in the range of $293,000-$380,000.  Assuming that one 

house will need to be constructed to ensure accommodation for Secretariat staff, the one-off 

capital cost associated with the Secretariat is estimated to be in the range of $382,000-

$487,000. 

As the individual components of the Academy come on-stream, it is anticipated that the Gulf 

Academy Secretariat / Task Force will grow to provide a range of shared corporate 

administration and management services to those individual Academy programs which will 

be charged against the operational budgets for each program on a cost neutral basis (and 

which are provided for in our estimates here for each program). 

 

Gulf Academy Foundation Program 
The Foundation Program has been costed on the assumption that it will provide 40 program 

places (at any one time), along with boarding accommodation for 40 students. 

Construction costs associated with the boarding accommodation, teaching spaces and staff 

housing are estimated at being in the range of $10,100,000-$13,200,000.  Additional capital 

costs of between $249,500-$324,500 are also projected to cover initial facility fit-out and 

program equipment costs during the program’s establishment phase.  103 

Operational costs during that establishment phase and before the first intake of students are 

estimated to be in the range of $109,000 and $142,000. 

 

103 Note that these costs are based a Normanton or surrounds site.  The Bentinck Island, which requires further exploration, may offer a 
more cost effective option as it is understood some of the likely required infrastructure is I place.   
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Once fully functioning the annual operating cost of the Foundation Program (including 

teaching and boarding staff costs) are estimated to be in the range of $1,700,000 to 

$2,200,000. 

 

Senior School – Normanton 
In providing the following cost estimates for the Senior School element of the Gulf Academy 

in Normanton, the following key assumptions have been made: 

 The school will cater for 40 students at any one time, and 

 A lease of the former TAFE facility in Normanton will be able to be negotiated by the 

Gulf Academy on a peppercorn basis. 

Given those assumptions, it is estimated that the capital cost of opening the school will be in 

the range of $1,600,000 - $2,200,000 to construct teacher housing and undertake necessary 

repairs/upgrading to the previous TAFE facility. 

Should the TAFE facility not be available the estimated capital cost of a new, purpose-built 

facility (and staff accommodation) would be in the range of $5,600,000 - $7,600,000 

The annual operating cost of the School is estimated at $1,100,000 - $1,400,000.  In addition, 

operational expenditure of some $247,000 - $322,000 is estimated to be required prior to, 

and in preparation for, the school’s opening. 

 

Senior School Boarding Facility 
The proposed boarding facility associated with the Gulf Academy Senior School in Normanton 

has been separately costed. 

Built to accommodate 40 students the capital costs to establish such a facility is estimated to 

be in the range of $8,400,000-$11,500,000. 

In the lead-up to the facility’s opening there will be an estimated operational cost of between 

$327,000 and $425,000.  Once opened, the estimated annual operational costs is $1,200,000 

to $1,600,000. 

 

VET Training Program 
The VET Training Program has been costed as a flexible program that brings specific VET 

courses to the Lower Gulf as regional employment demand dictates.  It has been assumed 

that trainers would be flown-in to conduct courses and that there would be no capital cost 

associated with the program as courses would be conducted at the proposed Senior School 

or other existing facility (in any of the Lower Gulf communities). The recurrent operating cost 

of conducting three Certificate II or III courses is estimated at $270,000 to $351,000 per 

annum. 
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Alcohol & Other Drugs Support Program 
Details of the actual form of the Gulf Academy’s Alcohol & Other Drugs Support Program will 

be developed through the proposed Co-design process, in particular through Gidgee 

Healing’s critical engagement in that Co-design. 

However, to provide an indicative cost for such a program, we estimate that the annual 

recurrent cost for one A&OD Counsellor (plus on-costs) attached to the Foundation Program 

is estimated to be in the range of $210,000 - $274,000.  We consider this to be a minimum 

staffing level and acknowledge that it is highly likely that and additional Counsellor would be 

required once the GA Senior School commences operations. 

---------- 

In summary, preliminary estimates are that the total capital cost of the Gulf Academy 

initiative (assuming use of the former TAFE facility) will be between $20,700,000 and 

$27,700,000 with pre-commencement operating costs of between $682,000 and $887,000 to 

a then recurrent annual operating cost of between $4,500000 and $5,800,000.   

GA - Cost Summary (Estimates) 

  

Capital Cost * 
Establishment 

OpEx** 
Annual Recurrent OpEx  

Low Estimate High Estimate 
Low 

Estimate 
High 

Estimate 
Low Estimate High Estimate 

Gulf Academy 
Secretariat 

$381,698 $486,698     $292,590 $380,367 

Foundation 
Program 

$10,394,595 $13,512,974 $109,020 $141,727 $1,671,619 $2,173,105 

Senior School - 
Assuming a new 
facility 

$5,580,381 $7,576,457 $247,632 $321,921 $1,102,525 $1,433,283 

Senior School - 
Assuming use of old 
TAFE Normanton 

$1,576,794 $2,246,794 $247,632 $321,921 $1,102,525 $1,433,283 

Senior School 
Boarding Facility - 
Normanton 

$8,381,698 $11,486,698 $326,636 $424,627 $1,197,729 $1,557,048 

VET Training 
Program  
(3 courses pa) 

        $270,000 $351,000 

Alcohol & Other 
Drugs Support 
Program 

        $210,390 $273,507 

Indicative Total 
(Assuming use of 
TAFE facility) 

$20,734,786 $27,733,164 $683,288 $888,275 $4,744,854 $6,168,310 

Indicative Total 
(Assuming new 
Senior School) 

$24,738,373 $33,062,828 $683,288 $888,275 $4,744,854 $6,168,310 
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* Staged over 5-10 years 
** Costs accrued prior to individual programs' commencement - i.e. no income 

 

Additional notes on costings 
The cost estimates provided above are based on available data / experience from comparable 

program operations and facilities, taking account of additional costs associated with the 

Region’s remoteness.   

Partly in recognition that the Co-design process for the Academy may well add costs 

additional to the basic cost assumptions provided for in our low-cost estimates, a high-cost 

estimate is provided at a rate of +30% of that initial estimate. 

Particular costing assumptions to note are: 

 The footprint (size) of boarding and teaching facilities are based on those of current, 

comparable facilities pro-rated on the number of students proposed for each 

program. 

 All capital cost estimates are based on current Normanton land costs and a 

construction cost of $1,750/sqm. 

 Teaching staff costs are based on the averaged staff to student ratios in a number of 

comparable schools, including:  Kutta Mulla Gorinna Special Assistance School 

(Mackay), Gulf Christian College (Normanton), Wongutha Christian Aboriginal Parent-

controlled School (Gibson WA), and Tiwi College.   

Wage costs are based on the Educational Services (Teachers) Award 2020 and the 

Educational Services (Schools) General Staff Award 2020 and include remote area 

allowances, superannuation and, in some cases.  Other operating costs are based on 

the averaged costs of the schools mentioned above. 

 The boarding facilities associated with the Foundation Program and proposed year 

11-12 senior school will need 24-hour staffing.  Boarding staff costs are based on the 

boarder to staff ratios employed at NRL Cowboys House in Townsville with associated 

wage costs based on the Educational Services (Schools) General Staff Award 2020 and 

include remote area allowances, superannuation, First Aid Allowance and Sleep-over 

Allowance.   

Other boarding operational costs are based on the per-head cost experience of NRL 

Cowboys House, the Broome Residential College, Worawa Aboriginal Collegein 

Healesville, Victoria and the Ḏawurr boarding facility attached to Nhulunbuy High 

School 

 Costings for the provision of VET courses are based on direct cost advice from TAFE 

Queensland North and Toomby Horsemanship Ultimate Rural Training Centre. 

 Costings for the proposed Alcohol & Other Drugs Support Program are indicative only 

as the Program with the actual form of the Program to be developed with Gidgee 
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Health through the proposed Co-design process.  The wage component of the costing 

provided here are based on the Health Professionals and Support Services Award 

2020. 

Likely benefit 

The Gulf Academy is a multi-faceted approach to working with significant social, educational, 

employment and economic challenges across the Lower Gulf.  It is unlikely that the Academy 

will solve all the problems of the Lower Gulf.  It is likely however that its activity will make a 

difference in the lives of many young people and their families and, in that, be a catalyst for 

further positive development across the region, including economic development.   

It is clear though our conversations with individuals, families, community, and government 

organisations that establishing and sustaining the Gulf Academy will have benefits in areas 

such as:   

 Positive youth engagement, both in education and community life. 

 Fewer young people not succeeding educationally, including in the boarding context.  

 Educational outcomes achieved both within and outside of the Lower Gulf.  

 Strengthening of the education and training systems across the Lower Gulf.   

 Greater take up of opportunities offered through vocational education and training.   

 Lowering levels of youth offending.   

 Support for and improvement in physical and mental health of young people.   

 Specific support being available and locally accessible for young people and their families 

grappling with substance misuse. 

 Support for and strengthening of culture, with a clear recognition of the significant 

contribution a strong culture makes to all elements of life in the Lower Gulf.   

 Breaking patterns of intergenerational poverty 

 Confirmation and reinforcement of the important role of elders and leaders in local 

communities.  

 Local business skill and labour needs are increasingly met by appropriately skilled local 

young people. 

 Support for and strengthening of local languages across the region.   

 The forging of meaningful, productive, and sustainable partnerships between those that 

contribute to the cultural, social, educational, and economic life of the Lower Gulf.  

  Strengthening the economy of the Lower Gulf and improving its liveability.   
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While it is difficult to quantify these benefits directly there are a number of ways of 

estimating the potential contribution of the Gulf Academy to the economy of the region.  If 

we just focus on the Boarding component of the Gulf Academy to support year 11 and 12 and 

VET education, it is likely that the benefit derived from this activity alone will be similar to the 

cost required to support the Gulf Academy.   

This has been established through:   

 Reviewing the costs associated with education in remote Australia and applying this to 

the Lower Gulf.  

 Examining elements of the current welfare spend in the Lower Gulf and how the 

establishment of a Gulf Academy may decrease this welfare spend.   

 Considering the economic impact, the establishment of the Gulf Academy may have and 

the economic multiplier effect that will flow from this.   

 Considering some of the cost elements associated with youth incarceration.    

While these measures are not exhaustive, they do provide a picture of the economic benefit 

the region will receive from the Gulf Academy.  

 

Education in remote Australia.   
A 2018 report from the University of NSW sought to explore the link between educational 

outcomes in non-urban areas of Australia and positive economic impact.  The report 

identified a very large economic imperative and economic dividend to be gained by investing 

in improving the educational attainment of the almost one third of Australians who live 

outside cities. 104  It determined that the economic benefits that could be attained by closing 

the gap between the urban and non-urban educational outcomes are substantial.   

“Closing the gap fully represents an improvement in Gross Domestic Product of 3.3%, 

or more than $56 billion. Even a partial step towards closing this gap has the potential 

to change lives and communities in a material way. Moreover, this only represents the 

direct impact obtained through improved productivity and wages. The indirect impact 

or spill overs would likely be substantial.  These include physical and mental health, 

and regional community development.”     

A concluding comment in the report noted that:   

“Compared to some proposals for regional development, the education gap is 

particularly large and offers a high return on investment. For example, proposals such 

as the recent “inland rail project” may not even cover their costs.”  105 

An application of the findings of this review to the Lower Gulf appear below. 

 

104 Ibid Holden and Jessie Zhang Pg – Forward.  
105 Ibid Pg – Conclusion. 



   
 

  John Robinson Consulting Services Pty Ltd                                                                                                       Page 101 of 106 

The GRP for the Region in 2017-18 was $262,000,000. 

 Gross Regional Product 

 $ m 
% of 

State 

Carpentaria $130 0.04 

Doomadgee $36 0.01 

Mornington 

Island 
$52 0.02 

Kowanyama $29 0.01 

Pormpuraaw $15 0 

Total $m $262  

106 

If a 3% estimated increased contribution to GDP is applied to the GRP of the Lower Gulf – 

there is a potential for an increase of up to $80,962,725 in GRP, over ten years, through 

addressing educational disadvantage.    

Lower Gulf Gross Regional Product 

Gross Regional Product (2017-18 

dollars) $262,000,000   
Gross Regional Product (2019/20 

Dollars) $269,875,752   
Years of GA impact 10 20 30 

Assume 3% growth in GRP per annum  $80,962,725 $161,925,451 $242,888,176 

Assume 1.5% growth in GRP per annum  $40,481,363 $80,962,725 $121,444,088 

 

Welfare associated with unemployment.   
The Gulf Academy can be expected to deliver a saving of some $88,817 in welfare payments 

over 10 years from each successful outcome into employment.  Assuming a cohort of 40 

(aged 18 years) exiting the Academy per annum and, for each cohort, an employment 

outcome rate of 75%, savings of some $14.1 million can be expected from the first 10 years 

of outcomes from the Academy.  Note that these estimates are based on the youth target 

group for the Gulf Academy, so (at home) Youth Allowance rates sit behind these estimates.   

Importantly, none of these Return on Investment estimates include the tax revenue resulting 

from each successful placement into employment and does not include further education or 

training outcomes from GA which subsequently result in employment outcomes. 

 

 

106 https://countryeconomy.com/gdp/australia?year=2018  

https://countryeconomy.com/gdp/australia?year=2018
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The Multiplier effect. 

Whenever you spend in local economy you have a choice – you can either spend it in locally-

owned businesses or in businesses owned outside of the local area, via the Internet or 

through franchises and multinational businesses.  The former keeps money turning over 

locally, the latter exports money from the local economy.   Once it leaves your locality, it is 

unlikely ever to return. By supporting locally-owned businesses, the same money will be 

spent again – and possibly even again – in your patch. Each time, it benefits somebody in 

your area – supporting a business or a job.  

This is called the local multiplier effect, and it has been given a value, which varies according 

to the location, but typically it’s between 1.4 and 2 times the value of the amount spent.  

Applied to the Gulf Academy boarding facility component:   

The multiplier effect on Abstudy income being retained in the region is potentially $680,503 

per year, and $16,011,840.00 over ten years.   

Multiplier effect based on Abstudy 
 

Element Amount 

Number of students / boarders per annum 40 

Average Abstudy payment to the GA per student per annum * $16,679 

Total $667,160 

Multiplier per annum - addition to the local economy - assume 1.4 times $934,024 

Total PA staying in the economy $1,601,184 

Over ten years $16,011,840 

 

Abstudy is only one component of running a boarding facility however.  If the average cost of 

providing boarding services is used and it is assumed that a significant proportion of goods 

and services purchased to run the facility are acquired across the region, the benefit to the 

region annually will be in the vicinity of $1,944,209.60 per year and $19,442,096.00 over ten 

years.   

Multiplier effect based on average cost of boarding 

Element Amount 

Number of students / boarders per annum 40 

Average cost per student per annum * $22,927 

Total $917,080 

Percentage of cost goods and services sourced locally.  (Assume 80%) $733,664 

Multiplier per annum - addition to the local economy - assume 1.4 times $1,027,129 

Total PA staying in the economy $1,944,209 

Over ten years $19,442,096 
* Based on Grant Thornton Study average revenue / cost per boarder annually.   
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The impact of the Gulf Academy, using only the examples above is significant, representing a 

contribution to the Lower Gulf economy of $114,534,677.00 over ten years.   

Economic Benefit Over ten years 

Increased RDP - closing the gap on educational 
inequality 

$80,962,725 

Welfare savings - Youth Allowance $14,129,856 

Multiplier - cost of boarding $19,442,096 

Economic contribution over ten years $114,534,677 

 

The upper-end estimated cost of the Gulf Academy over the same ten-year period, including 

capital, establishment and recurrent costs is costs is $104,412,581 

Cost items Over ten years 

Capital $34,470,045 

Establishment $1,531,686 

Recurrent $68,410,850 

Cost over ten years $104,412,581 

 

On these numbers alone the Gulf Academy is a little better than a break-even proposition, 

noting that our calculation includes the full capital cost of the facilities and the one-off 

establishment cost for the programs – facilities and programs that can be expected to have at 

least a 30-year life and return on investment.    

Importantly these estimates do not include benefits that will flow from having other 

elements of the Gulf Academy in place, most importantly the Foundation Program.  This 

program, while educationally based will serve to strengthen culture, social cohesion, personal 

discipline, and resilience.  Conversations with educationalists and those involved in the justice 

system confirm that such a program is likely to have a significant positive result on youth 

engagement, offending, substance misuse and self-harm. 

There is a line of argument that if, on average, 150 young people from across the Lower Gulf 

are attending the Foundation Program every year there is a strong probability that 

communities will experience:   

 Higher levels of consistent school attendance. 

 Increased levels of active participation while at school.   

 In response to the above higher levels of educational attainment and as a result increased 

access to educational opportunities.   

 Individuals having a greater capability and capacity to secure meaningful, paid 

employment in the Lower Gulf and externally.     
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During our conversations with community members in the Lower Gulf relating to this 

Business Case it was clear that parents and community members have significant concerns 

about rates of youth offending in their communities.     

It is likely that the Foundation Program will have a positive result over time, reducing both 

the nature and amount of offending.  A conservative estimate of the impact on the cost of 

youth offending appears below. 

 

Youth offending. 

A proportion of young people found guilty of offences end up in youth detention facilities.  

Current estimates are that youth detention costs, on average, $1500 per day107.  The 

Cleveland Youth Detention facility in Townsville services the Lower Gulf, with most youth 

offenders from the Lower Gulf accommodated there.   

In 2018-19 the Youth Justice Annual Summary of Statistics identified on average 88 young 

people were accommodated in the facility.  Of those 70 were on remand and 18 had been 

sentenced.  We understand that on average 5 young people from the Lower Gulf are housed 

in the facility at any one time.  At a cost of $1500 per day per person, the cost, on average 

annually to accommodate 5 young people is $2,737,500.  This equates to a $27,37,500 cost 

over ten years.   

The Gulf Academy will have an impact in reducing offending, however this will take time and 

it is unlikely that its impact will be to reduce youth offending and subsequent detention to 

zero.  If we assume that it will have a 60% positive impact on offending rates it is likely that 

there will be a ten-year saving of $16,425,000 on detention accommodation alone.  This 

figure does not include the support services on offer while in custody, or the costs of 

transporting offenders (sometimes by chartered aircraft), accompanied by Police staff to and 

from Cleveland Youth Detention facility which, in themselves are very significant.       

This saving alone bolsters the argument that the Gulf Academy will make a significant, 

positive contribution to the economy of the Lower Gulf.       

 

  

 

107 Government of Queensland Youth Justice Strategy.  https://www.youthjustice.qld.gov.au/resources/youthjustice/reform/strategy.pdf  

https://www.youthjustice.qld.gov.au/resources/youthjustice/reform/strategy.pdf
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Summary 

 

Economic Benefit Over ten years 

Increased RDP - closing the gap on educational 

inequality $80,962,725 

Welfare savings - Youth Allowance $14,129,856 

Youth offending $16,425,000 

Multiplier - local expenditure from boarding $19,442,096 

Economic contribution over ten years $130,959,677 

 

Cost items Over ten years 

Capital $34,470,045 

Establishment $1,531,686 

Recurrent $68,410,850 

Cost over ten years $104,412,581 

 

Again, it is emphasised that these calculations do not fully reflect the benefits that will accrue 

to all of the elements of the Gulf Academy.  As such, the benefits are understated, while the 

costs are not.  

It is important to note that, without a facility such as the Gulf Academy, it is likely that 

expenditure on welfare and incarceration will increase over time.  Put another way, if things 

remain the same, it is unlikely that positive change in the lives of young people in the Lower 

Gulf will occur, and the cost of addressing the consequences of this will be an increasing 

burden for government and the broader community.     

Given that in many parts of the Lower Gulf, particularly those suffering significant levels of 

social and economic disadvantage, the youth population is growing, we have a problem that 

will only get bigger into the future unless a system of proactive preventative measures, 

identified and worked up through a Co-design process is put into place.         
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Conclusion. 

There is a business case for the development of the Gulf Academy.  It is dependent however 

on a process of shared decision making and Co-design.  If this approach is not available it is 

unlikely that current policy and funding approaches could effectively support a sustainable 

investment in such a complex, and yet necessary investment.   

Approaches to support implementation of the Co-design process and the establishment of 

the Gulf Academy are developed in the Implementation Plan.       


