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Committee Secretariat 

Select Committee on Cost of Living 

PO Box 6100 

Parliament House 

Canberra ACT 2600 

 

9 April 2024 

 

To the Committee, 

 

Cost of living in remote Northern Territory  

 

The Central Land Council (CLC) welcomes the opportunity to provide input to this important inquiry. 

The cost of living has dominated national headlines for some time now – and rightly so. In a wealthy 

country such as Australia, it should not be the case that so many families are struggling to afford the 

basics. 

 

Against the national backdrop, the CLC would like to draw particular attention to the circumstances 

of Aboriginal people living in remote communities, particularly those living in the Northern Territory, 

and the particular policy settings that are contributing to the cost of living crisis experienced by our 

constituents.  

 

Through our directly elected representative Council of 90 community delegates, the CLC represents 

the interests and aspirations of approximately 20,000 traditional owners and other Aboriginal people 

resident in our region. We advocate for our people on a wide range of land-based, economic and  

socio-political issues to ensure that our families can continue to survive and thrive on their land. Our 

region covers 780,000 km² (an area almost the same size as NSW) in the southern half of the NT. 

 

1. Poverty rates are uniquely dire in remote NT communities 

 

While cost of living pressures are causing pain to households around the country, the situation 

experienced by our constituents in remote NT is uniquely dire. The submission by Dr Francis Markham 

to the recently completed Inquiry into the extent and nature of poverty in Australia presented a stark 

picture of the economic reality of Aboriginal people living in remote Australia. Based on Census data, 

50-75 per cent of Aboriginal households in remote NT are living below the poverty line.1 Even more 

concerningly, this situation is not improving. 

 

The figure overleaf, copied from Dr Markham’s submission, shows the change in Indigenous income 

poverty rates between 2016 and 2021. While in most parts of the country, Indigenous poverty rates 

are decreasing (albeit to a small degree), in remote NT, the poverty rates have escalated significantly 

– rising between 10-13 percentage points from 2016 to 2021: 

                                                           
1 See Dr Francis Markham (2023) Inquiry into the extent and nature of poverty in Australia, note on method  
p.1-2 and figure on p.6 (weblink) 
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Figure 1: Change in Indigenous income poverty rates 2016-2021. Source: Dr Francis Markham, submission to the Inquiry into 
the extent and nature of poverty in Australia, p.7 (weblink) 

These figures are shameful, and evidence of significant policy failures by successive governments, on 

which we will elaborate further below.  

 

However, of even greater concern is the fact that these figures don’t even fully capture the economic 

hardship experienced by Aboriginal families in our region – given that they fail to account for the 

elevated cost of living in remote communities.  

 

2. Cost of living pressures compound the already extreme financial hardship in remote NT 

 

In a separate piece of analysis, Dr Markham has estimated that the relative cost of living in remote 

Indigenous communities is 138.8 per cent of capital cities.2 That is, people in remote communities – 

the vast majority of whom are Aboriginal – are paying around 39 per cent more for the basics. 

 

What do these pressures look like in everyday life? 

 

2.1 Energy insecurity  

 

Our constituents are struggling to keep the power on: to keep cool in summer and stay warm in winter 

(in an increasingly extreme climate), to refrigerate food and medicines, run the washing machine, keep 

the lights on to do homework and spend time inside in the evenings. Unlike almost everywhere else 

in the country, remote households in the NT (the majority of which are Aboriginal) pay for their power 

using prepayment electricity meters. This means when money runs out, so does the power.  

                                                           
2 Dr Francis Markham, ‘The poor pay more: Why the Remote Area Allowance needs urgent attention’, 12 February 2024, 
published by the Australian National University Tax and Transfer Policy Institute (weblink) 
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The program’s ultimate successor, the inaccurately named Community Development Program (CDP) 

(introduced in 2015), has categorically failed to contribute to improved employment outcomes in 

remote communities and has caused significant harm in the process.20  In 2020-21, fewer than 4 per 

cent of participants were supported into jobs that last six months or more.21 The NT – where the 

majority of CDP participants reside – is the only jurisdiction where the employment gap is widening.22  

 

Meanwhile, the program has cost the Federal Government $300-400 million to operate annually (this 

does not include income support payments to participants).23 In the CLC region alone, $48.9 million 

was paid to CDP providers in 2021-2022, a period when activities were made voluntary, leading to a 

decline in provider outputs.  

 

The low levels of employment in remote Aboriginal communities, unhelped by the flawed and harmful 

CDP, directly contributes to the high rates of poverty experienced by these communities.  

 

For this reason, the CLC has strongly welcomed the Australian Government’s commitment to 

scrapping CDP and replacing it with a program that creates real jobs, with proper wages and 

conditions, developed in partnership with First Nations communities. The introduction of the new 

Remote Jobs and Economic Development program, which is expected to create 3,000 remote jobs 

nationally, is a very positive start. To be a success, the program needs to aim not just to create jobs, 

but to strengthen Aboriginal communities.24  

 

This means ensuring that local people are the ones who decide what jobs are needed and wanted in 

their communities, prioritising jobs in Aboriginal community-controlled organisations, and creating 

opportunities for young people. The investment in job creation should grow over time: the CLC has 

previously recommended a remote jobs fund equivalent to 12,000 part time jobs (30 per cent of the 

CDP caseload) – that is, large enough to make a substantial difference to closing the employment gap 

in remote areas.25 

 

                                                           
20 Until mandatory activity requirements were scrapped in 2020, CDP participants (at least 80 per cent of whom are 
Indigenous) were expected to do more work-for-the-dole hours than participants of mainstream employment services 
elsewhere in the country and remained subject to harsh penalties for non-compliance. See ‘Blatantly discriminatory’: 
changes to work-for-dole scheme criticised’, H. Davidson and C. Knaus, The Guardian, 11 May 2018 (weblink) 
21 Based on 1,639 six month job outcomes claimed by providers and caseload of 40,000, noting that a) claims can be made 
in cases where people find their own employment (i.e. the program has not assisted them to find that job), and that b) 40,000 
is a point-in-time caseload, meaning that over the course of the year, many more than 40,000 people will participate in the 
program at some point. The estimate of 4 per cent is likely to be an overestimate. See also the Department of Prime Minister 
and Cabinet (2019) The Community Development Programme: Evaluation of Participation and Employment Outcomes 
(weblink), which shows the percentage of participants that achieved a six month job outcome was 6.9 percent (see Table 
4.1, p.52).  
22 Indigenous people in the NT experience by far the lowest rate of employment in the country, seeing a continued decline 
over the last decade from 42.8 per cent of Indigenous people aged 25-64 employed in 2011, to 35.4 per cent in 2016 and 
34.3 per cent (Productivity Commission Closing the Gap Dashboard: Socio-economic outcome area 8 (weblink)). Employment 
rates are even lower in remote communities. This compares to the national employment rate for Indigenous people of 55.7 
per cent in 2021 and the Closing the Gap target to see 62% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people aged 25-64 
employed by 2030 (ibid). 
23 Hansard, Senate Estimates, Finance and Public Administration Legislation Committee, 24 November 2022, page 12. This is 
funding to CDP providers and doesn’t include income support and other payments to participants.  
24 For the combined effects of the abolition of CDEP, the Intervention and shire amalgamation in the NT, see CLCL submission 
to the Inquiry into the extent and nature of poverty in Australia (2023), p.8 (weblink) 
25 See APO NT (2023) Fair Work and Strong Communities (https://apont.org.au/publications/). 










