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Closing the Gap, Priority Reforms and the Project

National Agreement on Closing the Gap

In 2020, the Coalition of Peaks and all national, state, and local governments signed the National 
Agreement on Closing the Gap. This Agreement commits all parties to work in genuine partnership. 
In NSW, NSW CAPO, the NSW Government and Local Government NSW (LGNSW) are parties to the 
National Agreement.

Priority Reforms

The National Agreement is built around four Priority Reforms to change how governments work 
with Aboriginal communities, organisations and people. These Priority Reforms are based on what 
Aboriginal people have been saying for a long time is needed. 

• Priority Reform 1: Formal partnerships and shared decision-making  
• Priority Reform 2: Building the community-controlled sector
• Priority Reform 3: Transforming government organisations
• Priority Reform 4: Shared access to data and information at a regional level
• In NSW, a fifth Priority Reform focuses on Economic Prosperity, Business Growth and 

Employment.

NSW Implementation Plan 2022–24

Under the National Agreement, each state has to develop an Implementation Plan with actions to 
achieve the Priority Reforms and Socio-Economic Outcomes. NSW CAPO conducted community 
engagements in March 2022 to ensure the second NSW Implementation Plan was informed by what 
communities wanted.  

Executive summary
In 2023-24, NSW Coalition of Aboriginal Peak Organisations (CAPO) is leading the design of a 
NSW independent and Aboriginal-led government accountability mechanism (the Mechanism) as 
part of commitments within the National Agreement on Closing the Gap and the 2022-2024 NSW 
Implementation Plan for Closing the Gap. As part of a first phase of engagements within this 
design process, NSW CAPO held community workshops between August and November 2023 
with 194 people in 13 locations across NSW, as well as a Deliberative Forum with 20 diverse 
participants in October 2023. 

This report provides a record of these community engagements and their key findings. It begins 
by outlining the project, our engagement aims and approach, and who we met with as part of 
these engagements. It then moves on to highlight the key messages provided by community 
during 14 workshops and by participants of the Deliberative Forum process. Finally, this report 
provides a short snapshot of challenges and lessons learned, and outlines the next steps for the 
project. 
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Project 3.1 – NSW Independent, Aboriginal-led Government Accountability 
Mechanism

To deliver on Priority Reform 3, NSW CAPO is leading the design of a NSW independent and Aboriginal-
led Government Accountability Mechanism (the Mechanism) to monitor the alignment of government 
policies and programs to Closing the Gap. This Mechanism responds to community feedback that the 
NSW Government should be better accountable to Aboriginal communities when designing policy and 
programs that affect Aboriginal people.

As part of this project, NSW CAPO held community workshops between August and November 2023. 
This report outlines the findings of these engagements. 

Community engagement aims
NSW CAPO is committed to basing the implementation of the Priority Reforms of Closing the Gap on 
the views and expertise of Aboriginal people and communities. Community engagement is therefore a 
foundational element of the design process of this project.

The purpose of the project’s community engagement is to ensure the Mechanism is: 

• Designed by Aboriginal people; 
• Trusted and recognised as legitimate by Aboriginal people; 
• Representative of Aboriginal people’s interests and concerns; 
• Able to communicate effectively with community, both in terms of receiving accurate place-based 

information to increase its effectiveness and in providing meaningful information to Aboriginal 
people; and

• Agreed in partnership between NSW Government and Aboriginal people.

Community engagement approach
The overarching methodology of this project is to deliver an Aboriginal-led design process. 
Engagements with Aboriginal people, including elders, leaders, community members and service 
providers, are at the core of this work. 

Engagement for this project has been divided into two broad phases. The first phase, which this report 
focuses on, took place in the early stages of the project, seeking input on broader questions to inform 
the drafting of initial proposed structures for the Mechanism. In 2024, a second phase of engagement 
will take place to receive targeted feedback from community on these draft proposed structures to 
enable refinement ahead of finalisation of the project’s report.  

The engagement approach for this project is based on the IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation and 
Community Engagement Model. Community engagements in Phase 1 were targeted at the ‘involve’ 
(workshops) and ‘collaborate’  (Deliberative Forum) sections of spectrum, as depicted on the following 
page. 



We identified negotiable areas of the design that community could influence, to determine focus areas 
for consultations in Phase 1. These included: 

• Definition of accountability
• The remit of the Mechanism  
• Communities’ preferred methods for engagement with the proposed Mechanism
• Levers/recourse of the Mechanism if government is not meeting Closing the Gap outcomes.

See Appendix B for details of specific questions asked during community workshops in Phase 1. 

Principles

These engagements adhered to CAPO Community Consultation Principles (see Appendix E). Of 
particular note, our engagements sought to:

Treat the time and knowledge of Aboriginal people as extremely valuable.
Engagement sought to be purposeful and to only seek input from Aboriginal people on matters that 
required community influence. Input received by Aboriginal people will impact decisions wherever 
possible.  

Enable Aboriginal communities to self-determine how, if, and on what they are engaged.
The project team sought to build an early understanding of communities’ preferences for engaging, and 
met these requests wherever possible within project timeline and resourcing constraints. The project 
team respected where communities were not interested or able to engage.  

Be culturally safe, inclusive, accessible and respectful. 
This principle particularly informed the selection of locations, timings, invitation methods, materials and 
presentations. 
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INFORM CONSULT INVOLVE COLLABORATE EMPOWER
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and opportunities 
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made

To work directly 
with community 
throughout the 

decision making 
process to ensure 
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concerns and needs 

are considered

To partner with 
community in every 

aspect of the decision 
making including 

the development of 
alternative decisions 

and preferred 
solutions

To place the 
final decision 
making power 
in the hands of 

community



Accessibility and Inclusivity

NSW CAPO is committed to ensuring our work is inclusive to all who wish to engage. We worked to 
ensure community engagements were culturally and physically safe, inclusive and enjoyable for all by: 

• Prioritising accessible venues for face-to-face engagements;
• Seeking advice from local connections about the best way to engage;
• Being flexible in rebooking consultations if the date was no longer suitable (ie. due to Sorry 

Business or other important community events); 
• Developing accessible factsheets and invitations;
• Visiting rural, remote and urban settings.

For those who could not attend face-to-face meetings, we set up a dedicated email address allowing 
people to share ideas in writing. This was also used by participants to make particular accessibility 
requests.

Distress protocol

At the beginning of each engagement, participants were advised that issues might come up that could 
make them feel upset. CAPO facilitators provided details of local mental health support services, and 
stayed at the end of each session to discuss any concerns with individuals who needed support or 
wanted to keep talking. Participants were also encouraged to leave the room for a break or a cuppa at 
any time without needing to explain themselves, and to rejoin if and when they felt comfortable. 

Data management

To promote Indigenous Data Sovereignty, CAPO facilitators advised participants about the project’s data 
protocol at the start of each workshop:

• notes will be taken during the engagements and meetings 
• these notes may inform the final report 
• the final report will name communities and organisations that participated in the project 
• the final report will not attribute any specific comments or ideas to any individual or organisation 
• confidential and private information will be stored in files and folders that are password protected. 
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Who we heard from in the community workshops
In Phase 1 of engagements, we held 14 workshops in 13 communities across NSW, with 194 attendees. 
Communities were selected to ensure the inclusion mix of voices from remote, outer regional, inner 
regional and major cities across the geographic spread of NSW. 

The locations for these workshops were selected by considering: 

• Aboriginal populations & percentage according to ABS (despite the known limitations of this data , 
it provided a helpful starting point for location selection);

• Communities that showed interest in Government Accountability in 2022 CAPO consultations;
• Relationships and connections of CAPO staff, where we were confident of strong attendance;
• Recommendations from NSWALC Zone Offices.
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The number of workshops held was based on achieving ‘data saturation’ within the time and resources 
available to the project team. Data saturation is a concept developed by Glaser and Straus, which refers 
to the point at which no new content emerges from qualitative data collection.  Although the number 
of consultations required to reach data saturation varies project to project, Hennink, Kaiser & Weber 
estimate that new topics will tend be exhausted after 4 focus groups (code saturation), whereas new 
meaningful ideas will be saturated after 6 focus groups (meaning saturation)  . The project team sought 
to visit a minimum of 4 communities across each ‘remoteness’ category, for a total of 12 workshops, 
to achieve both code and meaning saturation. The team ended up adding another 2 workshops, in 
response to particular community requests. 

Promotions

To promote safety and participation at workshops, the project team contacted ‘entry points’ to 
communities to seek advice about holding and promoting engagements. This included finding out about 
communities’ preferred method of consultation, seeking recommendations of venues and catering, 
testing proposed workshops dates, and seeking assistance to promote the workshops. These ‘entry 
points’ included Local Aboriginal Land Councils (LALCs), NSWALC Zone Offices, extended CAPO 
memberships, Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations (ACCOs), community groups, and 
personal connections. 

Workshops were also advertised through:

• Social media
• NSW CAPO mailing list
• NSW CAPO members and their networks
• QNews
• Local newspapers

Participants could register their attendance online at Eventbrite.com or using the dedicate email 
address, but were also welcome to just turn up. 

A digital factsheet was made available before the sessions with useful information to prepare 
participants for the consultations, and printed copies were provided on the day. See appendix C for the 
factsheet.
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What we heard during community workshops

Accountability

Participants were asked what accountability meant to them, to ensure the project team clearly 
understood communities’ expectations of improving government’s accountability for Closing the Gap. We 
heard that for Aboriginal people in NSW, accountability is about: 

• Relationships and trust
Accountability is based on relationships and reputation. To take accountability, Government needs 
to invest in relationships at community level and to show up in person to explain when things 
don’t go well. This is much more important than in the ‘western’ definition of accountability, and is 
rooted in Aboriginal concepts of kinship and shame. 

• Transparency
Participants told us that accountability means being open and transparent in sharing information 
and data, and that Indigenous Data Sovereignty is a key piece of the puzzle. Aboriginal people 
in NSW would like Government to proactively provide access to meaningful and comprehensible 
information to enfranchise community to understand progress or setbacks. Aboriginal 
communities also want an opportunity to scrutinise and verify government information, to build 
trust in what is being reported. 

We consistently heard that Aboriginal people in NSW would like to understand what funding 
is coming into their community, including what service providers should be delivering for that 
funding and how they are performing against those expectations. 

• Responsibility and consequences
Accountability means taking responsibility for actions. This requires both public acknowledgement 
of failings, and meaningful consequences for individuals and organisations where outcomes are 
consistently not met. In particular, consequences should be enforced for those who don’t actively 
involve Aboriginal people in their work. Without consequences, participants felt there was unlikely 
to be significant change. 

• Meaningful for community
Participants told us that accountability must be relevant and tailored to place. It is critical to 
measure what matters to communities, including valuing qualitative data as well as quantitative. 
Local communities should be able to contribute to and verify reporting against measurements. 
Without this, participants felt government would only be increasing accountability to itself, not to 
Aboriginal people. 
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Functions of the Mechanism

We heard from participants that the main purpose of the Mechanism should be to hold organisations 
and individuals to account for ineffective performance and bad faith actions in Closing the Gap. To 
achieve this, the Mechanism could perform the following functions: 

• Increase scrutiny
The Mechanism should review and scrutinise government performance, by measuring and 
communicating outcomes in a way that is meaningful for community. This could involve verifying 
reporting that is already being done and translating it into a useable format for community. It 
could also involve powers to audit and investigate departments or individuals where there are 
indications of persistent ineffective performance.   

• Boost funding transparency
Participants were particularly keen to see the Mechanism boost transparency regarding 
government funding. The Mechanism should provide communities insight into how government 
decides which organisations and departments receive funds, and what they are delivering for that 
money. The Mechanism could potentially provide an approval or certification system to ensure 
services who are culturally unsafe and/or not delivering satisfactory outcomes are not re-funded. 

• Make recommendations, and enforce them
The Mechanism should be able to make recommendations to government departments following 
an audit or review. This must be coupled by powers to ensure these recommendations are 
implemented, as well as the ability to refer any illegal activities for prosecution. Enforcement 
powers are expanded upon in ‘Levers of the Mechanism’ on the following page. 

• Capacity building
Participants felt the Mechanism had a key role to play in both: 

 » building communities’ capability to engage in holding the Government Accountable; 
 » supporting government departments and individuals to achieve better outcomes for 
Aboriginal people. 

Capacity building could involve working closely with government departments and leaders to 
approve or review policies and funding processes. It could also involve developing training, tools 
and tailored support.
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Levers of the Mechanism

Participants told us that it is critical for the Mechanism to have ‘teeth’ to ensure it can enforce change, 
rather than just making recommendations that can be ignored. To achieve this, participants believed 
the Mechanism should be able to apply a sliding scale of consequences for both individual and 
organisations. 

This sliding scale can be summarised into three key areas: 

• Good performance should attract incentives, such as recognition, promotion, awards. 

• Minor infractions provide an opportunity to offer tailored support, with the Mechanism working 
with offending parties to find solutions together. This could include developing and/or signing off 
key policies and reports together. 

• More serious and ongoing infractions should attract serious consequences, including monetary 
and career penalties for individuals (including high-ranking people), and monetary and legal 
penalties for organisations. Funding should be able to be taken off services who are not delivering, 
and in serious incidences should not need to wait until the end of a contract for this to occur.  

Other levers and approaches that the Mechanism could use included: 

• Public accountability – name and shame, and public advocacy;
• Adding Closing the Gap outcomes and cultural safety to Public Servants’ KPIs, position 

descriptions and promotion requirements; 
• Legal advocacy – offering in-house legal services or funding for cases. 

Engaging with the Mechanism

We heard from participants that they would value regular connection with the Mechanism, both in 
terms of being able to provide information to it and receiving updates on its findings and achievements. 
Participants recommended that information be provided and received through multiple avenues, 
including web, phone, reports, apps, and in-person. This would ensure different preferences and 
accessibility needs could be accommodated. Participants did not think that a ‘one size fits all’ approach 
would be effective, as different community members have different access to resources. 

Facilitating regular in-person connection with communities was seen as the most important way of 
engaging, as participants told us that relationships and trust are fundamental to ensuring government 
accountability to Aboriginal people in NSW. Participants suggested this could be through: 

• local offices or staff; 
• working through existing local footprints like CAPO members, land councils or interagency 

meetings; or
• regular visits by culturally safe staff who invest in building trust, including an annual yarn up. 

10  COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT REPORT



Aboriginal-led & Culturally safe

Participants were asked what it would mean to them for the Mechanism to be Aboriginal-led and 
culturally safe. The following were key and consistent conditions that we heard across NSW: 

• Mob must be in leadership positions. At a minimum, the CEO and board must be Aboriginal 
 » The organisation should invest in Aboriginal staff capacity and development

• The Mechanism should be well branded as an Aboriginal-owned organisation and widely 
publicised, so it is well known. 

• The Mechanism must invest in local connections, including: 
 » face to face engagements;
 » clear and appropriate communications;
 » having a local and/or regional representative, with cultural authority;
 » measuring what matters to community.

• It should be inclusive, including staff being trauma informed and taking a no-tolerance approach to 
lateral violence;

• Lore must be centred in its work.

Other features that participants believed were important to building the legitimacy of the Mechanism 
with Aboriginal community included: 

• Good governance;
• Long-term sustainability;
• Underpinning legislation;
• Independence from government.

Structures of the Mechanism

Participants were asked if they knew of any organisation or process that had the function of an 
‘accountability mechanism’ that could potentially be reformed to meet the intended goals of the 
Mechanism. Ideas of existing structures included:

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Human Rights Commissioner 
• Empowered Communities
• Independent Commission Against Corruption (ICAC) 
• Office of the Registrar of IC (ORIC)
• Regional Alliances/Community Working Parties/Local Decision Making bodies (LDM)
• NSW Aboriginal Land Council (NSWALC)
• NSW CAPO

Participants also made suggestions of new structures, which included: 

• Aboriginal Productivity Commissioner
• Black Union
• Commissioner for Closing the Gap
• Minister for Closing the Gap 
• Elected local group.
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Participants were also specifically asked about their knowledge and experience with the NSW Deputy 
Ombudsman for Aboriginal Programs and the Auditor General. Many participants were not familiar with 
either office, however more were had some knowledge of the Ombudsman’s office than the Auditor 
General (although it was not always clear if they knew of the Deputy Ombudsman specifically). Those 
who knew of the Ombudsman felt it did not currently have sufficient powers to hold the government to 
account and did not communicate frequently enough with communities. Some participants did say they 
would trust the Ombudsman if it was reformed to hold more power, but many felt it had already lost too 
much trust and considered it to be part of the government.

Deliberative forum
To enable a ‘collaborative’  and informed engagement process, we held a Deliberative Forum in October 
2023.  

A Deliberative Forum is a unique consultation process that brings together diverse community voices 
to consider a complex problem in detail and to develop solutions. Participants in the Government 
Accountability Deliberative Forum were asked to consider: 

Participants were selected using a first-come-first-serve Expression of Interest process, to find 20 
participants from a diversity of demographic backgrounds, including age, community, mob, gender 
identity, sexuality, disability and work status. 

Participants attended three online briefings to learn about the Closing the Gap agreement, the Project 
and the existing research and community input into the question. Participants then met face-to-face 
for a day long forum, where they agreed a recommended model for the Government Accountability 
Mechanism. The Mechanism recommended by the Deliberative forum was an Elected Accountability 
Body that will deliver accountability of NSW Government to Aboriginal people by:

• Auditing and investigating government departments, public servants and Ministers; 
• Providing transparency regarding government funding processes and allocations; 
• Communicating regularly with Ministers, Secretaries and other government leaders; 
• Using positive and negative consequences to drive change;  
• Using activism and collective movement to apply pressure for change. 

Participants recommended that the elected body should be:

• Representative, and appointed using direct elections;    
• Legislated;     
• Independent of Government, with key attention paid to ensuring its funding is protected to boost 

independence; 
• Aboriginal governed and staffed, with a focus on investing in the capacity and career paths of 

Aboriginal staff; 
• Based at local, regional and state levels, with efforts made to ensure Sydney does not have more 

power than regions. 
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“What should an independent, Aboriginal-led government accountability 
mechanism look like in NSW?”



Participants were inspired by the ACT Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Elected Body (ATSIEB) 
and the Canadian Assembly of First Nations. Mimicking elements of these structures, participants 
recommended a three-tier system. The local and regional levels would work to maintain grass roots 
connections and authenticity, as well as to share information at appropriate levels. The state level would 
work to hold different government portfolios accountable.

Direct elections were selected as the appointment method to ensure the Mechanism’s leaders would 
be recognised as independent of government. Participants were, however, wary that this could lead to 
the Mechanism’s politicisation and therefore recommended that candidates meet minimum qualification 
requirements, including knowledge of Lore and accountability. 

This recommended model will be circulated alongside others, as part of Phase 2 consultations, to get 
feedback from community members, government stakeholders, and Aboriginal organisations.

Challenges and lessons learned
NSW CAPO is committed to continually improving our engagement with community. We asked for 
feedback through short evaluation forms distributed at the end of each session. The main challenges 
and lessons learned are outlined below, and we will seek to implement these learnings in Phase 2 
engagements of this project.

Participant reach

Phase 1 engagements attracted low representation from both young people and those working outside 
Aboriginal sector (ie. ‘community members’). Some participants noted that they had received minimal 
notice about the workshops. In Phase 2 the Project Team will make specific efforts to advertise earlier 
and more widely, with a specific focus on attracting young people and community members. 
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Materials and information

We aim to provide community with useful information before and during consultation sessions. In Phase 
1 we provided a factsheet by email and in person, that outlined the purpose of the project, community 
consultations to date, and the themes of the questions to be asked in workshops. This relied on people 
registering on Eventbrite or being on the CAPO mailing list in order to receive materials ahead of time. 
In Phase 2 we will aim to provide consultation materials on the NSW CAPO website a minimum of two 
weeks before consultations. 

Timings

Engagements were deliberately held at a variety of times throughout the day to promote participation 
(eg. 10 am – 12pm; 1 – 3pm; 5 – 7pm). During this round of engagements, it was observed that 
workshops held during work hours were better attended. This is likely linked to the fact that a 
significant number of participants worked in the Aboriginal sector and were therefore able to attend 
during work hours. It is not clear, however, whether this is cause or effect. It may be that community 
members did not hear about the workshops and so did not attend after hours. It is equally possible that 
community members were not able or were not interested to attend, and so after-hours sessions were 
not as well attended.  

In Phase 2 the team will continue to hold workshops at a variety of times with additional advertising, 
and will aim to change up the time slot for communities that are being visited again. Ideally, the team 
would hold two workshops in each community – one inside and one outside work hours; however, the 
realities of the project’s resources mean that this is not possible at this stage.
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Venues

NSW CAPO worked hard to select welcoming venues that were culturally safe, accessible, and fit-for-
purpose. However, we acknowledge that we did not succeed in every community, and have taken note 
of any specific feedback to enable greater participation in Phase 2. NSW CAPO continues to improve 
our knowledge of particular community preferences, as we hold more frequent consultations. 

Facilitator numbers

It is important to ensure there are enough NSW CAPO facilitators at workshops to support attendees 
and to keep conservations focussed. In Phase 2 the project team will aim wherever possible to have 
a minimum of three facilitators.  This must be balanced with the realities of a small team, preventing 
travel fatigue, and the potential for unforeseen events. 

Sorry Business

The workshop planned in Bourke was rescheduled due to Sorry Business, in accordance with CAPO’s 
commitment to respecting cultural obligations. We will continue to allow time buffers within our 
engagement processes to enable rescheduling of workshops due to Sorry Business wherever possible. 

Where to from here?
Now that we have finalised Phase 1 of engagements and analysis, the project team will use this input 
to shape initial ideas of what the Mechanism could look like. We will then be coming back out between 
February and April 2024 to hold Phase 2 of engagements, seeking community’s response to these 
ideas so we can further refine and finalise this design. Phase 2 engagements will include in-person and 
online workshops, as well as a survey and written submissions. Keep an eye on NSW CAPO website 
and social media for opportunities to participate. 
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Thank you
We would like to thank everyone who participated in Phase 1 engagements. We are grateful for 
the time, knowledge and advice you have shared, and for your generous commitment to working 
together to hold government to account. On behalf of NSW CAPO, we thank you and look forward 
to working together again in 2024 to finalise the design of the Mechanism. 

With particular thanks to the participants of the deliberative forum, who dedicated significant time 
and energy.



Appendices
Appendix A - About NSW CAPO
The NSW Coalition of Aboriginal Peak Organisations (NSW CAPO) advocates for the interests of 
Aboriginal peoples of NSW. We provide a strong, independent and coordinated voice to address issues 
affecting Aboriginal people, including the social determinants of health and wellbeing. NSW CAPO 
member organisations are non-government Aboriginal peak bodies with boards elected by Aboriginal 
communities and/or organisations that are accountable to their membership. NSW CAPO and the NSW 
Government are the signatories to the Closing the Gap National Partnership agreement for NSW and 
work in partnership with other organisations and agencies on Closing the Gap in NSW. NSW CAPO led 
the 29 consultations that were held across NSW in 2019 to deliver the report A New Way of Working. 
This report raised the voices of Aboriginal people in NSW and contributed to the details in the National 
Agreement on Closing the Gap. Our member organisations are advocates for Aboriginal peoples 
throughout NSW. NSW CAPO is currently made up of: 

• NSW Child, Family and Community Peak Aboriginal Corporation (AbSec) https://absec.org.au/ 
• NSW Aboriginal Land Council (NSWALC) https://alc.org.au/ 
• Link-Up NSW https://www.linkupnsw.org.au/ 
• Aboriginal Education Consultative Group (AECG) https://www.aecg.nsw.edu.au/ 
• Aboriginal Health and Medical Research Council (AH&MRC) https://www.ahmrc.org.au/ 
• First Peoples Disability Network (FPDN) https://fpdn.org.au/ 
• Aboriginal Legal Service (ALS NSW/ACT) https://www.alsnswact.org.au/ 
• BlaQ Aboriginal Corporation https://www.blaq.org.au/ 
• Aboriginal Culture, Heritage & Arts Association https://achaa-wp.janya.net.au/

We are an open and inclusive group and any organisation that has elected officials and a membership 
are welcome to join. The more voices we have coming together the stronger we will be.

16  COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT REPORT

https://absec.org.au/  
https://alc.org.au/ 
https://www.linkupnsw.org.au/ 
https://www.aecg.nsw.edu.au/ 
https://www.ahmrc.org.au/ 
https://fpdn.org.au/ 
https://www.alsnswact.org.au/ 
https://www.blaq.org.au/ 
https://achaa-wp.janya.net.au/


Appendix B - Community workshop questions
1. What is accountability? Community told us that you want government to be accountable for 

their commitments and services.  We want to know when you say the words ‘accountable’ and 
‘accountability’, what do they mean to you? 

2. Meaningful consequences: When government is not meeting targets or expectations, what would 
meaningful responses and consequences look like? 

3. Community’s preferences for interacting with the mechanism: How would you want the 
Mechanism to tell you about how government services are performing? How would you like to 
give information to the Mechanism? 

4. Are there any organisations or tools that already exist that would be appropriate to act as an 
Independent, Aboriginal-led Mechanism that could hold government to account? 

5. We have couple of specific suggestions that we’d like your early thoughts on: 
i. The Deputy Ombudsman for Aboriginal Programs. 
i. The Auditor General. 

6. Do you know what they do? Have you ever used them? Do you think they are safe? Do you think 
they’re good at their job? 

7. One of the conditions of setting up a new Aboriginal- led, independent Mechanism, is that it needs 
to be “Culturally Safe”, “Aboriginal-led” and “recognisable” for Aboriginal people. What do these 
mean to you?
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Appendix C -Factsheet

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

GOVERNMENT ACCOUNTABILITY MECHANISM 

 
 
 

 

During consultations in 2019 – 2022, you told us 
that you want government to be accountable for 
promises they made in the Closing the Gap 
agreement.  
 
In response, NSW CAPO is leading the design of 
a ‘Mechanism’ for how Aboriginal people can 
hold the NSW government to account. It’s up to 
Aboriginal people in NSW to work out what we 
think would be most useful as a Mechanism. 

A Mechanism might be a new organisation,  
a leader like a Commissioner or Ombudsman,  
or a tool (like a survey). It might be focused at  
the community, regional or state level, or all three!  
We’re asking for your ideas, to help design the best option. 

Two women look at a computer together.
One woman is pointing at the screen. 

 

 WHAT DOES THE PROJECT LOOK LIKE? 
 
 There are two key parts of designing a Mechanism: desktop 
 research and stakeholder engagement.  
 

   
DDeesskkttoopp  rreesseeaarrcchh : NSW CAPO is looking into what other approaches 
have been u sed to measure government accountability across Australia 
and interna tionally.  We will identify what bodies, figureheads, and tools 
have been u sed. Then we will talk to community about whether they think 
that similar  ideas will work to hold government to account in NSW.  

  
 SSttaakkeehhoollddeerr  eennggaaggeemmeenntt: NSW CAPO will talk to stakeholders from 
 across NSW, including Aboriginal community, Aboriginal Community 
 

Controlled Organisations (ACCOs), experts and government.   
  
Engagement with the Aboriginal sector and communities will be targeted  
and meanin gful. We know there has been lots of consultation and that 
people feel t ired, but we also know it’s important for you to have a 
chance to h ave your say.   
   
There will be  two rounds of community input. During the first round, we 
will ask for your id eas on the big questions. These ideas will help us 

 come up with some options of what a Mechanism could look like. Then in 
 the second round, we will come back with these options and ask for your 

feedback.   

QUESTIONS TO BE 
ANSWERED BY YOU 
 
What does 
“accountability” mean to
you? 
 
What do meaningful 
“consequences” look 
like if government 
services aren’t 
performing well?   
 
What makes an 
organisation or a 
Mechanism “culturally 
safe” and “Aboriginal-
led”? 
 
How would you like to 
give feedback and find 
out information about 
how government 
services are 
performing?  
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WHO IS NSW COALITION OF ABORIGINAL PEAK ORGANISATIONS? 

 
 

 
 
 

 

We are working for the NSW Coalition of Peak 
Organisations (CAPO).  
  
NSW CAPO  is a collective of NSW peak bodies 

 for Aboriginal Community-Controlled 
 Organisations. We work to provide a strong,  

independent and united voice to address issues  
affecting Aboriginal people living in NSW.    
  
Currently,  NSW CAPO is particularly focused 
on working  to implement the Closing the Gap 
agreem ent in NSW. 

CLOSING T HE GAP AGREEMENT 

In 2020, all Australian Governments signed onto a new Closing the Gap 
agreement, where they committed to a new way of working in partnership 
with ACCOs to close the gap in outcomes between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australians. 
  
The Closing the Gap Agreement is based around four “Priority Reforms”, 
designed to fundamentally change how governments work with Aboriginal 
Communities.  
 
It also includes targets to improve outcomes and services in areas like 
health, education, justice, families, housing, land and water, languages 
and culture, and digital inclusion.  

 PRIORITY REFORM THREE – TRANSFORMING GOVERNMENT ORGANISATIONS 

NSW  Government and NSW CAPO have agreed to the following actions to ensure 
govern ments, their organisations and their institutions are accountable for Closing 

the Gap  and are culturally safe and responsive to the needs of Aboriginal and Torres 
 Strait Islander people. 
 

NSW Key  Action Area 1: Government organisations and  services are accountable   
for Closi ng the Gap 

 a) Design an independent, Aboriginal-led accountability Mechanism to monitor  
government accountability.  

  
NSW Key  Action Area 2: Government organisations and services are culturally safe 
  
NSW Key  Action Area 3: Government organisations and  
services  respond to the needs of Aboriginal people 

  
 



20  COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT REPORT

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

WHAT HAVE COMMUNITY TOLD US ALREADY? 

“

 

 

Contact us at: 
ctgprojects@alc.

 

 

o  

 

NSW CAPO and the Coalition of Peaks met with community across NSW and 
Australia in 2019, 2021 and 2022 during the development of the National 
Agreement o n Closing the Gap and NSW Implementation Plans. The information 
you gave t o NSW CAPO then helped create this project and is continuing to 
influence  our ideas about a Mechanism.  
  

Government holds community accountable for everything, but no one holds them to account”  
 

During these consultations, you told us that Aboriginal community-controlled services 
are held to a higher level of accountability than government and mainstream services. 

"We need Government and non-Government organisations to be accountable to people and  
Government need to report back to Aboriginal organisations and community” 

You were frustrated that government is measuring their own performance, and asked 
to be able to get and give more information about how government is performing. 

"People need to be held to account for racism" 
 

“Government needs to stop funding organisations that are not culturally safe.” 

You wanted government to tell community who is 
getting what funding and what they are doing for 
community with that money.   
 
You also wanted to see consequences for service 
providers when you experience racism and 
negative interactions, and when they don’t deliver 
outcomes for community.  
 
 

Other key messages you told us include:  
- Government needs to put more effort into transferring power 

and making sure Aboriginal people play a key role in decision
making.  

- KPIs should be linked to locally identified needs, and there 
should be funding penalties for not delivering.  

- Government must value qualitative reporting of Aboriginal 
programs; story telling is as important as numbers and 
information should be accessible by the local community. 

“
g
p
a
d
a

You won’t change 
overnment until 
eople are held 
ccountable for bad 
ecisions or bad faith 
ctions” Key KPIs you want government to be measured against include:   

 - Cultural Competency and Safety - Investing in meaningful 
o Certified cultural competency training run by local partnerships with Aboriginal 

Aboriginal people communities 
o Trauma informed practices - Number of Aboriginal 
o Strengths-based approaches and promotion of employees in senior 

positive stories leadership 
o Increasing number of Aboriginal people engaging with o Appropriateness of 

services recruitment processes 
o Reducing experiences of racism  

 Contact us: 
ctgprojects@alc.org.au 
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Appendix D - Engagement Statistics

LOCATION DATE TIMES ATTENDEES

Liverpool 21/08/2023 10:00am - 12:00pm 6

Newcastle (Murook) 22/08/2023 5:00pm - 7:00pm 13

Newcastle (Yamuloong) 22/08/2023 12:00pm - 3:00pm 15

Redfern 28/08/2023 10:30am - 12:30pm 20

Bourke 31/08/2023 10:30am - 12:30pm 7

Batemans Bay 05/09/2023 10:00am - 12:00pm 13

Moree 06/09/2023 10:00am - 12:00pm 25

Dubbo 07/09/2023 12:30pm - 2:30pm 19

Orange 08/09/2023 10:30am - 12:30pm 13

Broken Hill 12/09/2023 10:30am - 12:30pm 17

Grafton 19/09/2023 10:30am - 12:30pm 13

Albury 26/09/2023 5:30pm - 7:30pm 3

Coonabarabran 28/11/2023 5:30pm - 7:30pm 5

Wyong 22/11/2023 10:30am - 12:30pm 25

Appendix E - CAPO Community Consultation Principles

Background

Consultations with Aboriginal people place a significant burden on communities across the state. 
The high volume of consultations is a key element of the increasing ‘consultation fatigue’, however 
improving the way that consultations are conducted is another important aspect of reducing the 
unnecessary burden imposed on Aboriginal communities.  

As committed to the NSW Implementation Plan 2022-24, this document includes a checklist for better 
practice principles to conducting consultations with Aboriginal communities. 

Implementation of these principles and requirements will increase the quality and consistency of 
consultations with Aboriginal communities. These changes are vital in achieving better outcomes, both 
directly for these consultations and more broadly for the Aboriginal communities that are being engaged 
with. Implementation of these principles will increase the quality of consultations that are held by 
leading to: 

• A greater level of engagement during consultation periods.
• Community members to be more willing to engage openly and comprehensively with consultation 

processes.
• Increased consistency across and within government departments on how consultation happens, 

reducing confusion within communities and increasing organisations’ abilities to jointly consult.
• Improved relationships with Aboriginal communities. 
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Guide to Use

This guide is a high-level guide, consisting of principles for conducting consultations with Aboriginal 
communities. This does not represent a comprehensive guide for planning or organising engagements 
and is not an exhaustive list of considerations, but rather the fundamental requirements that are 
necessary to run an effective and respectful consultation. 

Preferred methods for conducting consultations will also vary significantly across regions and across 
communities, and these should direct the planning of consultations. These principles and the below 
checklist have been designed to be adaptable and supportive of local norms, not undermine them. 

Guiding Principles

This document is guided by the following principles:

• That Aboriginal people are experts in what their communities need, and outcomes will be better 
when work is directed and led by Aboriginal communities.

• That the time and knowledge of Aboriginal people is extremely valuable and should be considered 
as such.

• That Aboriginal communities have the right to self-determine how, if, and on what they are 
engaged.

• That the needs and priorities of communities are central, rather than the needs or priority of 
external organisations.

• That the onus is on organisations running consultations to ensure that these principles are met 
and that information is freely shared.

Building on Existing Practice

• Across government and community organisations, there are a great variety of different principles 
and approaches to consultation.

• Given the need for flexibility and adaptability for different local communities, these principles are 
high level and should not be in direct opposition to any current organisational practices.

• These should be understood as foundational; departments or organisations are encouraged to go 
beyond the requirements noted in this checklist but that this should not be done at the expense of 
fulfilling the principles in this document.
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Item to Check Off Further Information and Guidance

Before Sessions

Deciding when to consult

Have you confirmed 
that the area you 
are consulting about 
can be meaningfully 
directed by what 
communities say?

Consultations should not be used just as support for existing or planned 
programs but to meaningfully direct work on policies and programs.

Have you confirmed 
that communities 
have not previously 
provided clear 
answers on 
the areas to be 
discussed?

This can be done by reaching out to both government and community 
organisations that have an interest in the areas you are discussing to confirm 
what consultations they have previously held and if they have, what materials 
they have to share.

When consultations are still planned for areas that have had some previous 
consultation on them, materials and information heard at these consultations 
should be shared with the communities being consulted. 

For engagements, you should ensure that communities have not already been 
engaged on the same topic.

Differentiating Consultation and Engagement

• Consultation refers to sessions in which organisations are seeking direction, input, and knowledge 
from communities, while engagements are a broader group of activities that also include 
promotions, information-sharing, hosting community activities, and awareness-raising.

 » This is not an exact dichotomy, as many engagements can contain elements of consultation 
and consultation is a form of engagement.

• This document focuses on requirements for consultations, but many of the principles also apply to 
the planning and running of community engagements more broadly.

 » Where elements of the checklist also apply to engagements, this is noted in the document. 
• These principles are also designed to apply to consultations directly with communities on the 

ground, rather than, for example, consultation with peak bodies. However, similar principles 
regarding the need for open and meaningful consultation apply also to these consultations.
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Item to Check 
Off Further Information and Guidance

Are the 
consultations 
on a matter 
of sufficient 
importance? 

The consultations need to be aligned with an emerging or current issue, program, 
or policy that has a significant impact on Aboriginal communities and/or that is 
valued by Aboriginal communities. 

Importantly, consultations need not discuss Aboriginal-specific policy changes, 
programs, or issues as general, non-targeted programs can also have significant 
impacts on Aboriginal communities that are not always overtly apparent. 
Organisations should have a broad understanding of how policies, programs, and 
reforms can impact Aboriginal communities. 

Wherever possible, communities should be empowered with the necessary 
information to decide what issues they should be consulted and/or engaged on.

Have you 
accounted for all 
necessary ethical 
considerations?

Where consultations are being undertaken as part of research, organisations must 
obtain the requisite ethics approvals before approaching community. Moreover, 
they must ensure that consultation practices are guided by the necessary 
frameworks (i.e.  Human research ethics guidelines). 

When consultation is not attached to research, it is still critical that organisations 
review their consultation practices to ensure that they are ethical and account 
for any sensitive and complex issues that may arise. It is also encouraged 
that organisations liaise with local community organisations to develop an 
understanding of nuances and sensitivities within the communities that they are 
consulting. 

Have you 
ensured effective 
risk management 
mechanisms are 
in place to deal 
with issues that 
may arise during 
consultations?

Recognising that Aboriginal communities face complex and often sensitive issues, 
organisations must ensure that effective risk management mechanisms are 
in place to manage challenges that may arise during consultation. This should 
include ensuring that staff supporting consultations have the necessary knowledge 
and training to do so (for example, cultural safety, Aboriginal mental health). 

These mechanisms should also be in place for community engagements.  

Guaging Community Interest and Seeking Community Participation

Have you 
ensured 
that you are 
consulting with 
the appropriate 
communities?

This involves ensuring that you are not only consulting with metropolitan areas 
or regional hubs but are engaging with communities that are often overlooked in 
consultations.

The same standard applies for engagements.

Have you 
confirmed that 
communities 
are interested 
in discussing 
the proposed 
consultation 
topic? 

This can be done through contacting local community organisations (Interagencies, 
LALCs, local ACCOs, ACLOs, Elders Groups) based on their publicly available 
contact information or existing relationships with those on the ground.  

Organisations should be confident enough the community has shown interest in 
being consulted that they could evidence this later, if needed. 

The same standard applies for engagements.
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Item to Check Off Further Information and Guidance

Have you confirmed 
that communities are 
interested in discussing 
the proposed consultation 
topic? 

This can be done through contacting local community organisations 
(Interagencies, LALCs, local ACCOs, ACLOs, Elders Groups) based on 
their publicly available contact information or existing relationships with 
those on the ground.  

Organisations should be confident enough the community has shown 
interest in being consulted that they could evidence this later, if needed. 

The same standard applies for engagements.

Organising Dates

Have you confirmed 
if there are any dates 
where local community 
events are on that would 
make it difficult to host a 
consultation or if there are 
preferred dates to come 
out?

Determining if there are preferred dates can be done simultaneously with 
determining if there is community interest, as above. 

In general, consultations should not be held over the holiday or shutdown 
periods. 

The same process should be used when planning community 
engagements. 

Confirm with other 
organisations (both 
government and 
Aboriginal), insofar as 
possible, if there are other 
consultations and being 
planned at a similar time. 

Please use the Closing the Gap consultation coordination tool that is being 
developed, which includes relevant information from clusters and CAPO 
organisations about their planned consultations. 

The same process should be used when planning community 
engagements.

Bookings

Have you booked a venue 
that community members 
will be comfortable in?

RSLs or venues with gambling machines or that serve alcohol should be 
avoided where possible. If there is significant community division, it can 
be preferable to hold sessions at a neutral venue (e.g. Council meeting 
room), rather than an Aboriginal Community owned venue.

The same standard applies for engagements.

Have you ensured that 
venues are accessible 
for people living with a 
disability?

This includes wheelchair accessibility, accessible parking nearby, and 
accessible audiovisual support. 

The same standard applies for engagements.

Bookings

Have you booked a venue 
that community members 
will be comfortable in?

RSLs or venues with gambling machines or that serve alcohol should be 
avoided where possible. If there is significant community division, it can 
be preferable to hold sessions at a neutral venue (e.g. Council meeting 
room), rather than an Aboriginal Community owned venue.

The same standard applies for engagements.
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Item to Check Off Further Information and Guidance

Have you ensured that venues 
are accessible for people 
living with a disability?

This includes wheelchair accessibility, accessible parking nearby, and 
accessible audiovisual support. 

The same standard applies for engagements.

Have you made all other 
necessary bookings?

This includes Welcomes to Country, catering, transport (if promised to 
local communities). Ensure that there is appropriate remuneration for 
Welcomes to Country.

The same standard applies for engagements.

Promotions of Consultations

Have you formally announced 
consultations and/ or 
engagements four weeks 
ahead of the date? 

Promotions should include direct emails to community members, 
posts on social media, and potentially advertising in regional papers.

In smaller areas, it is more important to engage with local 
organisations to put up physical flyers and spread awareness on the 
ground. 

The same standard applies for engagements.

Have you engaged with 
local organisations in the 
community you are consulting 
with to spread awareness? 

This should include some ongoing reminders in the lead up to the 
consultation. 

The same standard applies for engagements.

Have you ensured that 
consultations and/or 
engagements are open to 
all members of the local 
Aboriginal community?

Where targeted consultations (e.g., with members of a particular 
organisation) are necessary, the reasoning for this and the plan for 
wider consultations should be made clear in the promotional material.

The same standard applies for engagements.

Conducting Sessions

Providing Materials Beforehand

Have you provided materials 
to community members who 
have registered for sessions? 

Information to accompany the consultations, including the purpose 
of the consultations, what questions or discussion will be had on the 
day, will assist community members to consider their contributions 
ahead of time.

Ensure that the language in the materials is accessible, avoiding all 
jargon and clearly providing any necessary background information. 
Materials should be made accessibility for people who have low 
vision, or an alternative version of the materials should be produced.

The same standard applies for engagements.
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Item to Check Off Further Information and Guidance

Cultural Safety

Have you ensured 
that all local cultural 
protocols, including 
Welcomes to Country, 
are followed?

As these will vary significantly across communities, it is important to check 
protocols with local organisations or community members.  

The same standard applies for engagements.

Have you ensured that 
any staff undertaking 
consultations are 
experienced, senior 
staff who are able 
to appropriately 
undertake 
engagements 
with Aboriginal 
communities?

If necessary, external facilitators can be used to run consultations. 

The same standard applies for engagements.

Meaningful Discussion

Has the room been set 
up to encourage open 
discussion?

It is preferable to structure seating in a yarning circle or round table, rather 
than a classroom style. If there are too many people coming for a circle, 
still use a less formal, more open seating arrangement. Try to avoid seating 
arrangements that puts people sitting with their backs to each other.

The same standard applies for engagements.

Have the consultations 
been designed to 
allow communities 
to comment on the 
design and approach 
of programs/ policies 
freely and openly to 
best suit their needs 
and priorities?

Consultation should take place prior to design commencing. This should 
include time for communities to identify what their key priorities are 
regarding the topic and discuss how they would like to see these priorities 
implemented/ addressed. Consultation process should also include a 
component to check that the design “is on the right track”.

The priority in these sessions should be hearing from communities, not 
speaking at them, except where the sessions are designed for reporting back. 
In these sessions, more focus should be placed on sharing information with 
communities. 

Individual consultations should be recognised as part of an ongoing process 
to develop and revise policies to reflect community priorities.
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Item to Check Off Further Information and Guidance

Is the venue child-
friendly and/or have 
an area for kids?

Many community members will have other commitments, such as child-
minding, and this should be a consideration in selecting a venue. By having 
an area that is child-friendly or where children can play, this allows for 
community members to provide input without being distracted by children 
and increases the likelihood that those with child-minding responsibilities will 
attend. 

Recording Feedback

Have you captured 
an unfiltered and 
anonymous record of 
what was said during 
the consultations (i.e. 
plain scribe notes)? 

This should be maintained in addition to an analysis of the scribe notes to 
allow for reference back to exactly what communities said. 

The same standard applies for engagements.

After Sessions

Incorporating What Was Heard

Have you designed or 
reformed the relevant 
policy or program to 
reflect the community 
needs and priorities, 
as identified in the 
consultations? 

This should include a review and analysis of the consultations, independent 
of any existing policy or program design. What was heard at the consultations 
should be used as the foundational start for the design of policies and 
programs, rather than using consultations to support pre-planned work.

The standard is that organisations should be able to explain how the resultant 
policy/ program was directed and driven by what was said, and clearly 
explain.

During engagements that discuss policies and programs if communities 
provide input or direction on the topic, then, insofar as possible, the policy or 
program should be amended to reflect community input.

Reporting Back

Have you reported 
back to communities 
that were consulted 
about what was 
heard, what impacts 
the consultation had, 
how they were used, 
and what will be 
happening next?

This should ideally be in person with the communities consulted with, but 
this can be supplemented by a report from the consultations. However, 
communities should be asked how/ whether they want to be reported back 
to.

This should, whenever possible, be the same people who initially ran the 
consultations to support the development of relationships with community 
members. 



A Guiding Timeline for Consultations

• When designing a future project or area to address, community consultation on the fundamental 
elements of the work should be factored into the planning

 » As early as possible, engage with community members on the ground to determine if there 
is interest in being consulted

 » At the same time, review the online shared calendar of availabilities for planned 
consultations

• 6-8 weeks prior to the consultations, engage with community members on the ground, asking:
 » Confirming if there is interest in having the consultation with community 
 » If there are preferred venues for consultations to be held
 » If there are local practices or customs that need to be followed

• 4 weeks prior formally and publicly announce the consultation, distributing information through 
relevant communication channels 

 » Over the lead in, regularly promote the sessions, including through direct engagement 
of organisations on the ground and make all necessary bookings, including Welcomes to 
Country

• 2 weeks prior to the session, share any necessary materials for engaged in the session that 
explain what is being discussed, what the background information required is, and how the 
information from the session will be used afterwards

 » These materials should explain that these sessions are flexible and able to adapt to be 
driven by community priorities 

• 1 week out, confirm with attendees that they will be attending and confirm all necessary bookings 
(including Welcomes to Country)

• On the day, ensure that the session is run in line with any local practices and addresses any 
issues raised in advance by community members

• As soon as practicable after the session, please ensure that all payments are made promptly as 
many community organisations that are supplying goods and services do not have high liquidity 
and ensure that Elders providing Welcomes to Country are paid as a matter of priority 

• Through regular communication after the session, keep communities involved with what progress 
is being made with what was said during the sessions

• At an appropriate time, when some progress has been made, engage again with communities to 
schedule and determine details for the reporting back session
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Stay connected

You can sign up to NSW CAPO’s mailing list at:

www.nswcapoclosingthegap.org.au

or via email: closingthegap@alc.org.au

We will keep you updated on the work of the NSW CAPO and Closing the Gap and 
other opportunities to be involved in the self-determination of Aboriginal people.


