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The Australian Human Rights Commission (the Commission)1 welcomes the 

opportunity to make this submission to the National Indigenous Australians Agency’s 

(NIAA) ‘New Remote Engagement Program Discussion Paper (the Discussion Paper), 

August 2021’ consultation process.  

The Commission has also provided a submission to the Senate Finance and Public 

Administration Committee’s inquiry into the Social Security Legislation Amendment 

(Remote Engagement Program) Bill 2021 (the Bill). 

 

Commitment to Co-design 

The development of the Remote Engagement Program (the Program) presents a much-

needed opportunity for the Government to work in partnership with remote and very 

remote First Nations communities and their organisations to create a program which 

effectively responds to their needs and delivers on their aspirations. We are 

encouraged to see the Minister’s strong commitment to working in this way: 

By seeking insights from Indigenous voices across Australia, we will maximise 

opportunities for communities to be heard and to drive decision-making so that remote 

Australia can benefit from better decisions, programs and policies that enhance 

employment pathways in a way that meets their aspirations, goals and measures of 

success.2 

However, noting that many of the submissions to the Bill expressed the view that 

consultation with First Nations communities to date regarding both the Bill and the 

Program going forward has been inadequate, we urge the Australian Government to 

ensure that the process going forward delivers on the Minister’s stated vision above, 
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and on the National Agreement on Closing the Gap’s requirements for shared decision-

making. 

 

Opportunity for reform to address human rights concerns 

The Commission is supportive of the Government’s goal to replace the Community 

Development Program (CDP). Our submissions regarding the Community Development 

Program (CDP) Discussion Paper in 2017 and to the Senate Community Affairs 

Legislation Committee’s inquiry into Social Security Legislation Amendment 

(Community Development Program) Bill 2018, both raised concerns that the CDP may 

be inconsistent with Australia’s obligations under the International Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), the International Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), and the United Nations 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP).  

These concerns related principally to the right to social security, the right to equality 

and non-discrimination, and our view that the CDP may breach the Racial 

Discrimination Act 1975 (Cth) (RDA). The basis for the latter was the more onerous 

mutual obligation requirements on participants in the CDP, compared with JobActive, 

in order to qualify for the payment of unemployment benefits. Those increased 

requirements applied to unemployed people in remote areas, the vast majority of 

whom are Indigenous. 

We note that some of these concerns have been addressed through the changes to the 

CDP’s mutual obligation requirements that occurred earlier this year. These changes 

made various activities voluntary, including Work for the Dole. Nonetheless, other 

concerns have remained unaddressed to date and the Commission welcomes the 

reform opportunities presented by the development of the new Remote Engagement 

Program. 

 

Key points made in the Commission’s submission to the Bill 

As noted in the Commission’s submission to the Bill, the Commission: 

• notes that the roll-out of the Remote Engagement Program is set for 2023 but 

that pilot programs will proceed in a number of locations commencing in 2021. 

The Commission considers that collaboration on pilots should involve 

representatives chosen by Aboriginal and Torres Islander communities and 

Aboriginal-controlled organisations. It should also involve a sufficient number of 

different communities across Australia. 
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• supports the Government’s commitment that participation in the Remote 

Engagement Program be on an exclusively voluntary basis, and its intention to 

ensure that the program be flexible and responsive to the needs of job seekers 

and remote communities.  

 

• considers that those jobseekers who do volunteer for the Program should be 

compensated with wages for the hours participating in the program set at the 

national minimum wage, together with other employee entitlements, such as 

superannuation and leave.  

 

• is concerned that participants may not receive any supplementary payment if 

they do not complete the required minimum of 15 hours per week under the 

program, even if they have valid reasons for not doing so.  

 

• has concerns that limits of 18 hours per week and 104 weeks for the 

participation in the program may not be appropriate for all communities—in 

particular those where suitable employment is not available locally—and that 

this restriction might limit the program’s intended flexibility and ability to 

respond to realities on the ground.  

 

• considers that a central challenge for the Remote Area Program must be to 

ensure that the system not only enables an individual to be ‘ready for work’, but 

also creates suitable economies and job opportunities in remote locations.  To 

achieve this, the Government needs to work with First Nations communities and 

their organisations to co-design and implement a range of additional structural 

reforms to target systemic inequality, discrimination and full-time employment 

opportunities in remote areas. 

 

Investing in remote communities and economies 

The Commission notes that the lack of suitable local jobs in some areas is clearly 

acknowledged in the Discussion Paper and that finding solutions to this issue is a key 

goal of the Program: 

[I]n some of the most remote parts of Australia, there are not enough jobs available for 

all the people who want to work. Overall, there are fewer jobs available in remote areas, 

with less than two per cent of actively trading businesses located there. Approaches 

that focus only on participants moving into sustained employment in the open market 

are unlikely to be sufficient to meet the needs of people without jobs or job 

opportunities in these communities. We would like to identify and trial new approaches 

to engage people in this situation.3  
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While it is yet unclear what these ‘new approaches’ discussed above might look like, the 

Commission reiterates its point that participation in the Program should be set at the 

minimum award with full entitlements and protections, and emphasises that where 

jobs are lacking, investment into both filling significant local service gaps and 

stimulating and growing local community-led industries will be key to delivering 

successful outcomes. 

 

Response to highlighted areas in the Discussion Paper 

The Commission notes the five areas highlighted in the Discussion Paper—Placements 

for job-ready participants, Support for job-ready participants to get a job, Vocational 

training for participants, Non-vocational services for participants and Mutual 

Obligation Requirements. We have provided brief comments below under these 

headings. 

Our comments relate principally to First Nations women and are informed by the 

Commission’s Wiyi Yani U Thangani (Women’s Voices) Report as well as Stage Two of 

this body of work, which has focused on identifying key priority areas, goals and 

actions to progress First Nations gender justice and equality.  

A key finding of this work has been that First Nations women’s engagement with 

financial supports and services is different from that of First Nations men and the 

broader community, and that they experience multiple intersecting barriers to financial 

wellbeing. 

First Nations women have been clear that social security systems need significant 

reform, that the development of effective supports will require the application of a 

gendered lens, and that and that women must be included at the centre of design 

processes that directly impact them and their communities. 

First Nations women are calling for reform to employment and social security 

programs to embed women’s needs and aspirations and community social and 

economic development priorities so that programs are not punitive but enabling—

operating on the principle of ‘do no harm’ and ensuring no individual, family or 

community lives in poverty. 

 

Placements for job-ready participants 

Many people in remote and very remote First Nations communities want to live and 

work on-country. Nonetheless, in many of these locations, jobs are not available. 

Looking to the future, the availability of local placements for job-ready participants will 
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be dependent on the level of investment into these communities as well as what types 

of work are acknowledged and invested in. 

Throughout the Wiyi Yani U Thangani Report, women—particularly those in remote and 

very remote locations—have spoken about the marked absence of adequate and 

appropriate services for their communities. Coupled with this are their many 

comments about the significant and growing needs in their communities created by 

cycles of trauma and poverty stemming from colonisation—and their lived experience 

attempting to meet these needs, often without payment or suitable supports in place. 

First Nations women have identified a clear need for policy reform related to care work 

as well as investment into critical gaps in wrap-around supports, such as therapeutic 

healing supports, interventions, childcare and family centres. They are also calling for 

investment into culture and land-based economies, including tourism, ranger work, 

carbon farming, renewable energy, and the construction and maintenance of physical 

and digital infrastructure.  

With respect to the Remote Area Program placements, this would mean 

acknowledgement and support for all forms of work—including unpaid child, elder, 

disability and health care–and caring for Country and Culture in line with the reform 

principles proposed by the Australia Institute. It would also entail sustained investment 

in services and economies, creating new placement opportunities and enabling 

transitions to employment in new jobs. With the right investments, placements in all 

sorts of industries become possible. 

 

Support for job-ready participants to get a job 

Investment into First Nations enterprises—which are more than one-hundred times 

more likely than non-Indigenous businesses to employ First Nations staff4—is a key 

measure that can be taken to support Remote Engagement Program participants to 

get a job. 

Another key measure would be to create and encourage more identified and targeted 

roles for local people, and to engage fly-in, fly-out (FIFO) workers in time-limited 

capacity building roles or as a temporary measure of last resort. 

Services which provide jobseekers with specific employment-related supports such as 

mentoring, job leads, applications, and interview preparation can be very useful, but 

they need to be delivered by staff competent in taking a strengths-based, trauma-

informed and culturally sensitive approach.  
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Vocational training for participants  

First Nations people in remote and very remote communities want access to a variety 

of vocational training opportunities. Key amongst them are opportunities to engage in 

training that is locally relevant and calibrated to local circumstances. 

There is very little sense, for example, in having large numbers of people within a 

community trained with certificates in any particular subject if there are only a small 

number of local jobs available in this field, especially if application of the skills 

learned—even without payment—requires the supervision of a registered provider 

from outside of the community. 

As covered in the sections above, another key circumstance communities grapple with 

is a lack of investment in much needed services and in supports for people—

particularly women carrying out unpaid work. First Nations women are calling for 

access to training and skills development for women who are providing unpaid work 

including care for all people of all ages, trauma recovery supports and family violence 

responses and, if interested, pathways to qualifications and employment. 

First Nations women have also identified the critical importance of embedding 

Indigenous knowledges into training. For example, this could include the development 

of local educational resources and scaling up culturally responsive early childhood 

education and care models, rather than depending on international training that may 

not be appropriate. 

 

 

Non-vocational services for participants 

The service gaps noted above are having a significant impact on communities with high 

needs and unique requirements. There is a critical need for accessible, safe and 

culturally appropriate services that are co-designed with First Nations communities to 

achieve their goals, including the goal of employment. First Nations women are calling 

for service gaps to be filled across the board but are particularly keen to see universal 

culturally safe free early childhood education and care, as well as wrap-around 

therapeutic healing supports, interventions and family centre. 

First Nations women want to see the replacement of all punitive social security—

including ParentsNext and the burdensome reporting requirements for childcare and 

parenting payments—including removing the activity test for the Child Care Subsidy 

and ending stigmatising assessment and surveillance for the Additional Child Care 

Subsidy—with enabling financial supports that simplify eligibility and reporting 

ensuring no women are left out. 
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Mutual Obligation Requirements 

The Commission has previously noted its concerns about the Targeted Compliance 

Framework (TCF) and the application of penalties for participants who are deemed to 

have failed to meet mutual obligation requirements. 

As stated a number of times in this submission, First Nations women are calling for 

enabling programs that embed the principle of ‘do no harm’ and which ensure against 

poverty. Mutual obligation requirements that are overly complex, onerous and which 

are accompanied by the threat of suspended or cancelled social security payments, do 

not meet this standard. 

 

Recommendations 

• Recommendation 1: The Commission recommends that the Australian 

Government ensures that the consultation process regarding the Remote 

Engagement Program going forward is characterised by genuine co-design 

aligned with the principle of free, prior and informed consent, and its ‘shared 

decision-making’ commitments under the Closing the Gap Partnership 

Agreement. 

 

• Recommendation 2: The Commission recommends that the Australian 

Government ensures that representatives chosen by Aboriginal and Torres 

Islander communities and from Aboriginal-controlled organisations are involved 

in the design, implementation, and ongoing operation of the remote 

engagement program.  

 

• Recommendation 3: The Commission recommends that the Australian 

Government establishes a sufficient number of pilot programs in a range of 

different locations across Australia.  

 

• Recommendation 4: The Commission recommends that the remote 

engagement program not include a limit of 18 hours per week or a limit of 104 

weeks for participation in the program.  

 

• Recommendation 5: The Commission recommends that jobseekers should be 

compensated with wages for the hours participating in the program set at the 
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national minimum wage, together with other employee entitlements, such as 

superannuation and leave.  

 

• Recommendation 6: The Commission recommends that, where a participant 

does not complete at least 15 hours in a week, participants should receive a pro-

rata supplementary payment if they have a valid reason for not completing the 

minimum number of hours. 

 

• Recommendation 7: The Commission recommends that any replacement to 

the CDP includes measures for long-term job creation and economic 

development of remote communities.  

 

• Recommendation 8: The Commission recommends that the Social Security Act 

be amended to include a duty for government departments to consider key 

factors impacting First Nations women such as family violence, carer 

responsibilities, cultural obligations, trauma, disability, remoteness and access to 

services, when working with their clients. 

 

• Recommendation 9: That the Remote Area Program acknowledge and support 

all forms of work, including unpaid child, elder, disability and health care, and 

caring for Country and Culture. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner 

Australian Human Rights Commission 

 
 

1 The Commission is Australia’s national human rights institution with ‘A’ status accreditation and is 

established by the Australian Human Rights Commission Act 1986 (Cth) (AHRC Act). The Commission has 

responsibilities under the AHRC Act to examine the enjoyment and exercise of human rights by 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. The Commission also has responsibilities to report on the 
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effect of the Native Title Act on the exercise and enjoyment of human rights of Aboriginal people and 

Torres Strait Islanders. See s 209 of the Native Title Act 1993 (Cth). 

2 National Australians Agency (Cth), New Remote Engagement Program Discussion Paper, August 

2021,https://www.niaa.gov.au/resource-centre/indigenous-affairs/new-remote-engagement-program-

discussion-paper [3]. 

3 National Australians Agency (Cth), New Remote Engagement Program Discussion Paper, August 2021, 

https://www.niaa.gov.au/resource-centre/indigenous-affairs/new-remote-engagement-program-

discussion-paper [3-4]. 

4Indigenous businesses refers to businesses with majority Indigenous ownership: Boyd Hunter, Indigenous employment and 

businesses: Whose business is it to employ indigenous worker? (2014) 95/2014 Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research 

ANU College of Arts and Social Sciences https://caepr.cass.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/docs/CAEPR_Working_Paper_95_0.pdf ; 

Supply Nation and First Australians Capital, Indigenous Business Growth: Working together to realise potential (September 2018) 2 

https://supplynation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/BuildingIndigenous-Growth-Report.pdf 

https://www.niaa.gov.au/resource-centre/indigenous-affairs/new-remote-engagement-program-discussion-paper
https://www.niaa.gov.au/resource-centre/indigenous-affairs/new-remote-engagement-program-discussion-paper
https://www.niaa.gov.au/resource-centre/indigenous-affairs/new-remote-engagement-program-discussion-paper
https://www.niaa.gov.au/resource-centre/indigenous-affairs/new-remote-engagement-program-discussion-paper
https://caepr.cass.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/docs/CAEPR_Working_Paper_95_0.pdf



