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Aborigines at Papunya to

run own health service
From JACK WATERFORD, a consultant to the Central

Australian Aboriginal Congress

ALICE SPRINGS: The

people of Papunya in the

course of uscr-control com

munity-health systems re

ceived a significant boost yes
terday when the Department
of Aboriginal Affairs gave an

unequivocal commitment to a

proposal for a health service

run by the Papunya people

themselves.

The commitment was given by
a first assistant sccrctary of the

department, Mr Charles Perkins,

after a mass meeting at Papunya,

250 kilometres west of Alice
Springs, had rcjcctcd a series of

Department of Health alter

natives designed to forestall the

proposal.

The breakthrough was a blow

to attempts by the Department of

Health to retain control over

Aboriginal health services. The
director. Northern Territory, of

the Department of Health, Dr

Charles Gurd, told the meeting

that the resolution was contrary
to Health Department policy and
that he would have to go back to

his department and his Minister

for instructions.

'Satisfied'

But Mr Perkins had already
told the community that the De

partment of Aboriginal Affairs

was satisfied that the proposed

body, to be known as the Lyappa
Congress Health Service, was

what the people wanted, and that

his department would fund it.

"The DAA's mind is
now made

up; we will support you", he told

the meeting, "it will be your
health service. It is

up to you to

make it work. If
you have prob

lems they will be your problems

and you will have to make up

your own minds about the an

swers.

"Wc arc going away now.

You people arc here all the time.

arc

Only you can make this work.

"The Lyappa congrcss can do
it. There is

no reason why not.
It

is done all over the rest of the

world.

"But nothing will changc if
you

do not run it yourselves. You can

employ anyone you like, but you
will be the boss.

11"

you have white

employees they will work for you

and must do what you say.

"This is Aboriginal country.
It

is
not white country. It belonged

to the Aboriginal people long

before the white man came and
will belong to you long after they
go".

The Lyappa congrcss scheme

was devised more than three

years ago when the Department
of Health commissioned the sen

ior medical officer of the Central

Australian Aboriginal Congrcss,

Dr Trevor Cutter, to talk to the

people of Papunya about alter

native health services.

Papunya, which has appalling
ill health, is served by about three

nursing sisters and is visited by a

doctor for about two days a

month. Serious cases arc taken to

the Alice Springs Hospital. Most

observers consider the endemic ill

health to be a result of the en

vironmental conditions.

Dr Cutler's scheme, drawn up

after much concentration, called

for the appointment of a doctor

to the settlement and for the

training of Aboriginal health

workers to be the basic health

agents. Tribal healers, known as

ngangkaris, also will be used.

Central to the scheme was the

idea that the community control

the service, not an outside body.

The congress will have a full-time

director and will be controlled by

a community council.

Dr Cutter's proposal was

strongly resisted by Health De

partment officials. They said the

system of community control

might break down, leaving the

might break down, leaving the

Health Department "holding the

baby", and argued that the de

velopment of the scheme might
lead to duplication of resources.

At the meeting yesterday, Dr

Gurd sought to keep the system
in the settlement under Health

Department control, telling the

meeting that the sisters could

work with the Lyappa congress
but that there should be a de

partmental presence on the set

tlement.

Control
All the speakers at the meeting

told him that they wanted the

sisters to be under the communi
ty's control. They also wanted the

S3 million hospital on the settle

ment under congrcss control.

At stake for the Health De

partment
is control over the S20

million a year spent by the Feder
al Government on Aboriginal
health in the Northern Territory.

Most of this now goes through
the department; less than SI mil

lion a year goes through the De

partment of Aboriginal Affairs to

organisations such as the CAAC.
With schemes such as at

Papunya, however, the money
will

go out of the department's
hands. And, though Dr Gurd as

sured all that his department had
the same priority as everyone

else, the improvement- of

Aboriginal health, there is
no

doubt that this
money would be

spent with different priorities in

mind.

For example, about half of the

department's budget goes into

maintaining hospital facilities.

Others argue that the money
would be better spent improving
health "on the ground" so that

there is
not such a great need for

hospital treatment.

Although a number of

Aboriginal-controlled health ser

vices have already been funded,
including one run by the CAAC
itself, and another, with CAAC
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itself, and another, with CAAC

support, at Utopia, 250 kilo

metres north-east of Alice

Springs, Papunya will be the first

discrete community to be funded

for its
own service.

Other communities will be

watching the Papunya service

closely and can be expected to

follow.

Yesterday's meeting was also

attended by the Northern Terri

tory Deputy Leader of the Op
position, Mr Neville Perkins

(ALP), who, as a former director

of the CAAC, helped with the

preparation and development of
the Papunya proposals.

l

ie said, "This is
a historic day.

We have fought very hard for

this. It is in line with government
policy that the receivers of ser

vices should have the say about
the level and sort of services they
get.

"The meeting today showed
that the people of Papunya know

what they want. They said so

clearly. The development of this

scheme will be a terrific boost to

Papunya — the first time they
will have a say

in their own

affairs. It will spread into other

areas quickly.


