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Key Insights
• Residents in remote communities generally welcome polling days as an opportunity to confirm
and celebrate their status as Australian citizens, even as they see the tension between democratic
processes constituting them as private individuals, and traditional culture constituting them as
peoples-in-place.
• They also see local collaborative work with the Electoral Commission as an opportunity for bringing
two quite different governance traditions together productively.
• A good majority of those interviewed see participation in electoral processes as an important aspect of
being an Aboriginal Australian. There was also an emphasis on finding ways of inducting young people
into the rationale and processes of democratic elections.
• Voters’ concerns around how to better understand the purpose of voting, the ‘underneath stories’ of
parties and policies and how to effectively judge the achievements of past or incumbent politicians,
emerged as just as significant as concerns around literacy and numeracy at the ballot box.
• It emerged in the Galiwin’ku research, that good electoral engagement is constituted in on-the-ground
work designed and implemented by local Yolŋu facilitators, and involving local negotiation around how
Yolŋu and Balanda may best come together to produce promising futures for young people through
education and continued communication.
• It emerged in the Ngukurr research, that good electoral engagement is constituted in good working
partnerships. This meant that for the Ngukurr research team, the development of an engagement
plan was also the development of a working partnership arrangement. The display of this working
arrangement was evident on the ground for people (in particular young people) in Ngukurr as the work
proceeded.
• It emerged in the Nauiyu research, that good electoral engagement is constituted through ways of
engaging different parts of the community, through means such as community events, and the work of
local facilitators visiting people and speaking with them in local languages.
• In all places, local researcher-consultants provided more than simple facilitation. They also undertake
crucial knowledge and governance brokerage work under the authority of many relevant elders.
• Strategy and timing are key elements of effective and efficient electoral engagement. For example,
electoral education was seen as a process to be undertaken at important junctures within people’s
lives, and the electoral cycle (e.g. in the years between 16-18 when people can be listed on the roll but
not yet vote, and with enough time leading into an election to become prepared)
• Electoral engagement and education should be undertaken as an integrated practice. This would make
the Commission’s work more effective, and enhance local elders’ authority.
• Remote engagement and coordination (by NTG and NTEC) will be enhanced by a program for ‘closing
the feedback loop’ around electoral processes and results.
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Recommendations
1.	The work of local Electoral Assistants (EAs) is clearly appreciated. It is recommended they be
employed to deliver voter education for days or weeks before polling, in local languages, with a focus
on the actual polling process. This expanded role may include senior people engaged on the basis of
their cultural authority, and their ability to work across and through different governance traditions in
engaging community members around electoral participation and voting.
2.	That the NTEC (and AEC) employ local voter education teams through local research organisations
or language centres, and engage them for a few hours a week for a couple of months to alert people
to forthcoming elections. The NTEC would train them in the importance of political neutrality but
could ask the parties and candidates to provide their own policy materials. This could help solve the
problem of lead time up to elections identified in each site.
3.	That Yalu’ researchers be engaged to collaborate with electoral commissions for a review and
improvement of their educational materials (incl. how to vote videos), and suitability of how to vote
and ballot materials for remote audiences.
4.	That the NTEC (and AEC) share this report with all registered political parties and encourage them
to consider their strategies for communicating the ‘underlying stories’ of their policy platforms
throughout the electoral cycle, and particularly leading up to each election. This could be facilitated by
Yalu’ at Galiwin’ku and through Yugul Mangi at Ngukurr.
5.	That the NTEC provides feedback to communities about election results through local researchers or
agencies: Who won the election? Who won our local seat? Are they in government or opposition?
This is seen as a way of continuing the ‘feedback loop’ that enhances communities’ feeling of
participation in Australian democratic life.
6.	That the NTG and electoral commissions take seriously the need to provide feedback to the local
researchers and the community, making clear voter turn-out at previous elections and their plans for
future engagement.
7.	That NTEC works with local community elders through local researchers, to develop and deliver
programs to address the concern for greater inclusion and education of young people in the
philosophy and practices of parliamentary democracy. This could be achieved through formal
arrangements with schools, researcher organisations, or local corporations.
8.	That the NTG and NTEC embed practices for acknowledging, maintaining and working through local
arrangements of authority and cultural practice when designing and implementing electoral work (e.g.
prioritising Elders at the polling booth, working around ceremony dates)
9.	That NTEC reviews options for making polling easier for people with limited literacy and numeracy
skills (e.g. photos of candidates, colours) and if there is room for changed practices, they engage local
researchers to co-design this improvement.
10.	That NTEC and NTG continue to commit to and support the conceptual brokerage work undertaken
by local Aboriginal researcher-consultant-facilitators and to support the local research organisations
through which they work.
11.	That in the wider context of engagement and coordination activities (and in the context of Local
Decision Making), NTG DLGHCD continues to support the emerging research capacities in other
remote Aboriginal communities, support the professionalization of local Aboriginal researchers and
promote the development of local organisations to support them.
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Local research team in
Galiwin’ku, carrying out
research on election day
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Executive Summary
GroundUp Researchers from CDU worked with Aboriginal researchers in three remote communities
– Galiwin’ku, Ngukurr, and Nauiyu – and with the NT Department of Local Government, Housing and
Community Development (DLGHCD) and the NT Electoral Commission (NTEC), to focus on Indigenous
electoral engagement and education.
This work follows on from the first phase of the Remote Engagement Coordination – Indigenous Evaluation
Research (REC-IER) project, and its purpose was to continue:
• developing understandings of what constitutes good government engagement
• developing principles and practices through which this engagement might be evaluated
•	developing and engaging the research and evaluation capacities of local Aboriginal researchers and
their organisations
The report presents site specific findings and recommendations for Northern Territory Government and the
Northern Territory Electoral Commission (as well as the Australian Electoral Commission) around elections
and their conduct, as well as specific findings and methods for generating feedback and message exchange.
In the communities where we worked, we found that there was a strong awareness of the nature and
purpose of elections, with many people seeing their right and responsibility to vote as a sign of their inclusion
in participatory democracy. There were clear understandings of how contemporary Aboriginal governance
and the parliamentary system work side by side, and generally an appreciation of how governments and the
electoral commission understand and respect the two systems. There was an emphasis on the importance of
cultural awareness for various people associated with elections, including which local bodies are appropriate
to approach in communities, awareness over what is discretionary (e.g. whether dates for polling open for
discussion with relevant local and NTEC bodies), acknowledgement of elders as key teachers and cultural
authorities significant to electoral education and appropriate to prioritise at polling booths, and the potential
to reinforce and maintain local practices of authority when negotiating and conducting polling and other
associated activities.
However, not unexpectedly, there is a wide range of understandings of polling processes, and the policies
and processes of political parties. In fact there was often a failure to differentiate between the technical
and the political aspects of elections (for example wonderment and some indignation that polling officials
were unable to advise as to which parties it would be best to vote for). There was also some understandable
confusion about the balloting processes – the boxes and numbers – although polling data from the 2019
federal election shows that informal voting in remote NT booths is frequently below the national average.
(http://results.aec.gov.au)
Working in the context of electoral engagement and education, the project has mobilised a Ground Up
approach to evaluating remote engagement and coordination, working collaboratively with local teams
of facilitators/ evaluation researchers to develop partnerships and processes of message exchange that
allow the delivery of feedback to relevant people and organisations. This has involved developing local
understandings of what constitutes good engagement and coordination around elections and electoral
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processes, as well as proposed means for maintaining this engagement and evaluation within working
practices of NTG and NTEC service delivery and partnerships.
Researchers at both Galiwin’ku and Ngukurr saw clear and feasible ways in which engagement and
coordination (including education) around elections could be improved. This centres mostly on the potential
to engage local capacity of local consultants-facilitators and their organisations to take an active part in the
work of the NTEC. This has not so much to do with Indigenous collaborators helping the NTEC deliver existing
services more effectively, but more to do with Aboriginal cultural authorities on the ground having autonomy
to design and implement aspects of work e.g. roll cleaning, education and evaluation in culturally sensitive
ways. This moves beyond social and political imperatives of good engagement, and suggests that only codesigned practices under local authority can enhance democratic processes and traditional governance
simultaneously.
This research has demonstrated the critical role local researchers and research organisations can play in
enhancing the engagement and coordination practices of non-local agencies. Such processes are in alignment
with current NT government policy for Local Decision Making in remote communities, and an emphasis on
locally designed and coordinated service delivery, and partnerships. It is an idea which also suggests the
possibility of shifts away from the imagined centre-periphery model which requires the NTEC to operate as a
centre servicing a very large periphery, to other practices of locally distributed design and service delivery.
In this report we provide details of the aims and methods of the research, as well as three community
specific reports which detail outcomes of collaborative evaluation research carried out around elections
and experiences of voting in each site, as well as details of proposed ongoing engagement and education
practices, and proposed forms of local partnership.
A summary of these community specific reports, as well as other research reports and materials generated
over the course of the REC-IER Phase 2 project work may be found online at www.recier.cdu.edu.au.

Ngukurr sunset
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Road to Ngukurr
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Aims and Methods
‘Remote Engagement and Coordination – Indigenous Evaluation Research (REC-IER) – Phase 2: Electoral
Engagement and Education’ is a project funded by the Department of Local Government, Housing and Community
Development (DLGHCD), Northern Territory Government (NTG). The Ground Up team at the Northern Institute,
Charles Darwin University, were engaged to work with local Indigenous research teams in three remote NT sites to:
• develop understandings of what constitutes good government engagement
• develop principles and practices through which this engagement might be evaluated
• develop and engage the research and evaluation capacities of local Aboriginal researchers and their
organisations.
This phase of the project carried on and extended the initial scope of the REC-IER Phase 1 project. Phase 2
was designed to interface directly with a live and topical issue of concern within the Northern Territory, and a
site of attention for the NT government.
Focusing on ‘electoral engagement and education’, our aim was to develop better understandings of local
engagement in relation to this issue, as well as further elaborating understandings of what counts as good
ways of evaluating and providing feedback on government engagement and coordination practices.
The Phase 2 project work was designed to parallel work currently being explored by an NT Government
Electoral Engagement and Education Working Group, and to connect with the work of NT Electoral Commission
and regional DHLGCD staff. Throughout the project, we also found it mutually beneficial to remain in close
discussion with AEC staff who were supportive of our research and with whom we have shared interim findings.
GroundUp research and evaluation methods are unique to CDU and the Northern Territory in that they take
seriously at the outset, the authority and sovereignty of Aboriginal knowledge authorities and elders and
their various places, and work collaboratively with them to design, undertake and evaluate research and
service delivery from the ground up. Interpretive work engages both traditional Aboriginal knowledge and
agreement making practices, and those of governments and universities.
The GroundUp team worked collaboratively with local research teams, to develop understandings of the
current status of engagement and education practices, and to develop processes for giving feedback around
electoral engagement and education. Crucial support was provided by NTG department and regional staff
who participated in and coordinated a number of meetings with CDU, local Indigenous researchers and
the NTEC, and who facilitated open communication channels around the research as well as the potential
to interface with other operational and research organisations such as the AEC and the Electoral Research
Regulation Network.
Two of the research sites were places where we had well established connections – Ngukurr and Galiwin’ku,
and the third – Nauiyu – was new to the GroundUp researchers, and involved building new relationships and
ways of working.
Initial scoping stages of the project involved meetings and discussions with regional staff for East Arnhem and Big
Rivers regions, either by phone or in person, and engagement of Indigenous research teams in Galiwin’ku and
Ngukurr. Connections between all parties involved in the research were established early on through a half-day
workshop held in Katherine. The meeting was attended by Indigenous researchers from Galiwin’ku and Ngukurr,
as well as Wayne Harlock and Greg Hibble from the NTEC, and East Arnhem and Big Rivers regional staff. This
workshop offered critical initial grounding to the project, by identifying key issues and parameters for all parties
involved, and helping to develop mutual understandings around existing challenges and limitations associated
with remote electoral work. (For full details see the meeting summary report online: www.recier.cdu.edu.au).
REC-IER Phase 2 Final Report 2020
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Subsequent research was developed by local research teams, working in their home communities and
in collaboration with CDU researchers. Taking a Ground Up approach, these methods engaged particular
opportunities and problems of the moment arising in each community, as a means to focus the research and
to support broader public engagement and communication throughout the project. Methods also responded
to the issues raised within the Electoral Education Working Group, and at the workshop in Katherine. Local
researchers who know and respect community elders, speak local languages, relate well to community
members and both government workers and university researchers are critical to this process. It is their
mediation which allows unexpected insights and possible new practices to emerge in the intercultural context.
In Galiwin’ku, the research team chose to focus on the actual event of the Australian election, which was
held at the time of the project research. They saw this event as offering a tangible occasion for research that
would allow community members to be able to reflect directly on their experiences as a way to evaluate
current engagement practices, and to discern possibilities for changed practices and service delivery in the
future. They prioritised a form of working partnership where CDU and Yalu’ researchers would collaboratively
design a research approach and questions, while Yalu’ would manage on-ground logistics and CDU would
interface with the NTG and NTEC.
In Ngukurr, the research team were aware that community members often ask for researchers (as well as
politicians, service providers and others) to sit down with them and listen to their experiences. Gumbula
Consultancies were eager to offer the opportunity for people in Ngukurr to have their voice heard around the
issue of elections and voting, and Ian Gumbula wanted to design his partnership with the NTG and CDU in
such a way that his team had control over the arrangements of the research and information dissemination.
In Nauiyu, there was considerable early effort spent seeking out local consultants and developing means for
facilitating introductions to relevant community members. Research in this community has been supported
by Miriam Rose and members of her close family, who have been able to provide research facilitation
support, and guide the development of local consultation.
Reporting on the project activities, has taken the form of a Stage 1 Interim Report, as well as a report on the
Katherine workshop and several community reports leading to this Final Report. All reports are available in
full on the project website (www.recier.cdu.edu.au)
• A summary report of the Katherine Workshop was circulated to all government and research
participants, as well as the project steering committee and NTEC in February 2019
• The Stage 1 Report was developed and submitted to government in April 2019
• A Galiwin’ku community report was sent to government staff, the NTEC and Yalu’ as well as the AEC
in August 2019. This report provides details of the polling booth research undertaken on the federal
election voting days. Rosemary Gundjarranbuy presented details of this work to the Yalu’ research
committee, and intends to provide a presentation to the Local Authority (as part of her Diploma of
Indigenous Research assessment).
• A Ngukurr community report has also been developed and shared with regional government staff. Ian
Gumbula plans to re-visit all research participants to show them the report, and to check the details of
the stories that people shared.
Throughout there has been an active commitment to collaboration and a willingness to learn and change by
all agencies and departments involved. The Katherine meeting was positively reported within government,
with some of the key discussion points being circulated within relevant departments, supporting practices in
the lead up to the 2019 federal election.
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Gumbula Consultancies local research team working in Ngukurr

The research has entered wider government and academic discussions, with Ian Gumbula and his team
being invited to deliver the opening presentation at an Electoral Regulation Research Network event held at
parliament house in Darwin and attended by several state and federal electoral commissioners. It is through
these discussions that the AEC is considering revising its approach of fundamentally separating technical and
political aspects of voting when seeking to improve Indigenous electoral participation.
The very public nature of the Yolŋu-led research in Galiwin’ku, outside the election booth, has led to a very
positive response within this community, with more people have become interested in becoming research
mentorees and applying to receive research credentials. There has also been a renewed interest by existing
Yalu’ staff to present the findings of the research they design and undertake to local stakeholders (not just
government staff in Darwin) with Rosemary Gundjarranbuy preparing a presentation on the research that can
be delivered to the Local Authority, CDP and the Yalu’ research reference group.

Ngukurr Community
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Galiwin’ku Report
Key issues:
•

Respondents generally spoke positively about the experience of voting, and an appreciation of being
able to come together as a community on voting day.

•

When preferential treatment was offered to elderly people waiting in line, this was recognised and
valued as culturally appropriate practice.

•

Teaching young people how and why to vote was articulated as a key concern, and priority for future
engagement with the NTG and electoral commissions.

•

Many talked about struggling to manage the number of papers they were given at the booth, the
numbering system on the ballot paper, and differentiating the candidates (without photos or other
forms of visual guidance)

•

The presence of local Yolŋu Electoral Assistants (EAs) was frequently mentioned as providing critical
support to voters at the booth.

•

The distinction between technical and political aspects of voting, as well as between candidates and
election officials was frequently unclear to people arriving to vote.

•

Some expressed frustration that the ‘underneath story’ of party policies and candidate affiliations
could not be made clear to them on the day.

What we did:
Research in Galiwin’ku was carried out in partnership with the Yolŋu research organisation, Yalu’
Marŋgithinyaraw. We re-connected with two senior researchers – Stephen Dhamarraṉdji and Rosemary
Gundjarranbuy – who had been involved in REC-IER Phase 1, and Anita Goluŋ, a research mentoree.
Rosemary and Stephen accompanied the CDU researcher to a half-day workshop held in Katherine during the
early phase of the project. The Yalu’ research team continued to work collaboratively with CDU in Galiwin’ku,
initiating on-ground research at the polling booth during the two days of voting for the federal election held
in Galiwin’ku on 14-15th May 2019.
Prior to this event, the Yalu’ researchers sat with the CDU researchers and devised a set of 10 questions (see
project website www.recier.cdu.edu.au) to ask people as they left the polling booth. The Yalu’ researchers
independently organised a BBQ, cooking equipment, food and a shelter to be available on polling days, and
the CDU researchers facilitated relevant permissions for the research.
The Yalu’ team administered all research questionnaires at the polling booth, enabling participants to
respond in Yolŋu languages. Afterwards, the Yalu’ team assisted with translation of all responses, and
provided initial interpretations of what participants had been saying. Further interpretation was undertaken
at CDU, as comments from the research were collated into a community report for government and to be
sent back to Yalu’.
Alongside the polling booth research, we also conducted a number of small workshops, where Yalu’ and
CDU researchers reviewed our current practice and previous REC-IER work on engagement and evaluation,
assessing appropriate means for providing feedback to government on electoral engagement and education
activities.
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Electoral Engagement and Education
Seeking to develop feedback for government and the NTEC around electoral engagement and education in
Galiwin’ku, the Yalu’ research team emphasised the importance of speaking to people in the community about
their own views, as well as the value of doing this in relation to actual experiences of voting and elections,
rather than in the abstract. Below are listed translations and brief interpretations of these responses.

RESEARCH RESPONSES
The experience of voting
When asked ‘how do you feel after voting?’ none of the respondents described the voting as a negative
experience. Some were nervous, but others generally said the experience was good, and a good proportion
made clear that voting made them feel part of Australian society, with the right to make a significant
contribution to Australian democracy. They felt that voting made a difference, and with potential to
contribute to a ‘better future’. Several expressed confidence because they knew what to do at the polling
booth, while some others spoke of nervousness and uncertainty because the process was unclear to them.
•

Feeling excited

•

I went there and I knew exactly what to do

•

I feel nervous when I first came to vote

•

[Feeling] good but I didn’t know who to vote

•

I felt happy because it is good to me to be here to check and find out who the right people for us to
help us

•

Feeling number 1. I sense it was good and it was reasonable for me to vote because I am Yolŋu

Coming to vote
Some arrived at the polling booth because they saw voting as a community event, some had been told
directly by employers or other agencies that they must vote, and they were very aware of the compulsory
nature of voting and the danger of fines (or deductions from Centrelink). Others were clear on who they
wanted to vote for and that their vote would make a difference and they would be interested in the result.
•

I started to hear everyone talking about it and got interested

•

Because I heard about that law of voting where you come along and they won’t charge you

•

I heard this story on TV and radio because it was very important for all Australians

•

Cause I have the power to choose the right politician to create change for me

•

Support of young generation so they can have their say in the future

•

Boss told me from ALPA, RJCP to come and make sure you vote on election days

•

Heard from Yolŋu rumours going on but still confused. I try, I vote, just trying. Every time I do this I’ll
ask. I am not very smart. Sometimes I end up voting for not good government.
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Understanding the voting process
Respondents ranged from knowing exactly what to do, to not really understanding at all. Some said that they
understood the process, but weren’t clear on the ‘underlying’ policies of the candidates. Assistance from
people in the booth, especially the local Electoral Assistants (EAs) was appreciated, and seemed to make a
considerable difference to people’s voting experience. While there was an iPad video available to help people
understand how to vote, it did not seem to make the same impact as face-to-face discussions. There was a
clear difference in levels of confidence shown between people who had been through the experience before,
and those who were voting for the first time.
•

Yes, easy. Knew what to do from last time

•

No, [I don’t know] but I want to know/learn more

•

Understand because someone there inside helped me

•

Don’t understand all the boxes. Or where to put the number

•

I did understand. I have been voting all my life, been voting all my life till death do us part. As long as I
am voting for government that is supportive

•

We need to know deeper story of each buŋgawa (boss) that comes for voting

•

My wife helped with explanation outside, on my own inside. I know who I wanted to vote for

•

This was my first time, so I wasn’t really sure what to do

Difficulties at the booth
There was confusion produced by the number of papers people were given (how to vote cards and ballot
papers) without an easy-to-follow process for filling out the papers. Some missed having photos of the
candidates (as happens in council elections), and again, when faced with the decision, people felt they
didn’t have enough knowledge of the different policy positions of candidates. Others found the process
clear because of the ‘supporters (EAs) there to help us through’. Some were disconcerted by the refusal of
electoral officers to give advice as to who to vote for, and many struggled with the numbering system. A few
people turned up to vote and found that they were not registered.
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•

Lots of papers but they don’t tell you about what to do or who you are voting for

•

I found it hard that the volunteers gave the paper that had names and different stories

•

A lot of boxes, it made me confused

•

First when doing by myself I didn’t think about what to write until one Yolŋu helped me and
explained in Yolŋu language

•

Vote paper has no picture only names

•

They explain to me what the white one is and green one is. I but I was asking them another question
and they said we don’t want to tell you

Electoral Engagement and Education

Benefits of voting
People were excited that in the mixing up of all different people in the lines, they were coming together as a
community, leaving behind for the moment all the ties to kin and totemic affiliation. “Support and encourage
for community and individual person”. They enjoyed learning about the voting experience, as well as the
barbeque which they saw as a good contribution to the community and to democratic society on the part of
the Yalu’ centre. Some respondents remarked on how the community excitement and the fact that everyone
was participating, made them interested in the outcome of the election.
•

It’s something we do together. It’s really lovely, Yolŋu and Balanda

•

Learning new things, what to do and how the system works through the voting (different from the
system that Yolŋu have in the community or local Aboriginal in urban places. Just seeing how the
structure works with the government)

•

BBQ during election and many people give me interest of the election

•

We are given our rights, was good to have choice and voice

•

We can teach them, when they grow up want them to be able to vote, know the way

Knowing who to vote for
The main problem people reported was not actually knowing who to vote for. A significant number of
people clearly had not decided beforehand which way they would vote and found that there was no useful
information inside the booth to help them decide. For some, the refusal of electoral officers to discuss who
to vote for was experienced as a refusal to help. The lack of photos, and the large number of boxes on the
ballot papers also made it difficult for some.
•

Don’t have enough of the true story to know when voting

•

Not sure because the ballot paper had no pictures and no information

•

It was good, but a bit not sure and difficult to know who to vote for

•

Standing in the box feel I don’t know what to do and where to put numbers into right boxes

•

So we don’t understand which party is good because this is balanda idea and we want Yolŋu people
to ask the question what they need. In your way you can’t tell. We want to learn and teach our
children for our future.

The political parties and their policies
Almost half of the respondents said that they know the parties’ policies, and had decided who to vote
for. About a third said that they really had no idea about the policies of the two parties. A few know the
candidates, and some policy positions for example housing, others remarked that the system is a Balanda
system, which doesn’t acknowledge Yolŋu law. In conversation around the booth, there was considerable
interest in the same colour coding used by candidates to differentiate their parties at the booth (e.g. red for
Labor, orange for CLP) being extended to the ballot papers.
•

No, need to learn and study which parties can listen to the community

•

I’m not quite sure who are those two parties and what they are working for

•

I don’t really know about two parties because I am Yolŋu person

•

Australia is a democratic system. Some Yolŋu do understand democracy, some don’t they want to
recognise our culture first. We have democracy too but some Yolŋu don’t understand western way yet.

•

I know the two parties but I don’t really knows which the parties I want to vote

•

I know a lot and see how they service Indigenous people. I see the parties before I vote and see who
is supportive for homelands and community
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Communication around elections
A good majority had heard about the elections. Some suggested they had heard through TV and YouTube,
but the majority mentioned they had heard from family members or employers in the community. They had
seen candidates’ posters in the community and had talked about the election with their family. It is not clear
whether they had learnt about the policy differences between the parties through these means, or just the
fact of the upcoming election. Only a few claimed to have no idea about the election or about the candidates
and their parties and policies, and a few were confident they knew the politicians and their policies.
•

I heard from family/kin. They were talking about it, telling stories, and I started to get interested

•

More information [needs] to come to the community that is in Yolŋu language

•

Community – heard this from the community, pictures of the parties hanging on the trees

•

I heard it on the TV and sometimes I heard it around my family’s camp

•

Saw it on the paper, and Facebook - Elcho notice board

•

I learned from one of the workers who trained us came out here and teach us how to do this and
that at Birrkpirrk (CDP)

•

Talking to family and work area myself, my family and work area

•

Conversation – we don’t have TV at home

Messages to send to government
When asked about other comments they would like to provide to government, most of the question were
do to with what people thought the government ought to be doing – caring for Yolŋu people, land, and
languages, supporting Yolŋu governance, real jobs, education.
There is a sense that the individual confidential system of voting undermines the collective face-to-face
negotiations with government which Yolŋu frequently demand. It seemed not to be clear that elections are
the process for choosing government who then may or may not sit down and negotiate with community.
Many people responded by pointing to the importance of future generations and the governments’ role in
helping young people take part in democratic life. Many people said teaching young people how and why to
vote is a key concern.
•

We want them to tell the true story of why they don’t take care of Yolŋu, of black people

•

We want support in our laws – in the land and in the sea and in our homelands

•

They don’t tell us the truth about what is underneath, need local candidate and interpreter to explain

•

It will be very good if they are here beforehand for 2-3 days. Sit and talk, get people to have meeting,
tell us there will be voting coming up. We actually know the inside story of who is voting, to see if it is
appropriate for Yolŋu people

•

This is not for myself. This is for the children. I come every 4 years. Still finding out for the benefit of
the children. Sometimes Yolŋu have no trust in the future for our children, but we are trying.

Remote Engagement and Coordination at Galiwin’ku
The Yalu’ team sat down together with the CDU researcher to map out the structures and processes for giving
feedback to government that they saw as continuing on from REC-IER Phase 1, and as emerging in this project.
These arrangements were considered important to the success of remote engagement and coordination
around elections (and potentially other) issues.
They have been detailed here so they can be recognised, and more explicitly enacted by NTG and NTEC staff
seeking to maintain or re-create these arrangements in the future.
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STRUCTURES – for good engagement and coordination
1. The NTEC and the NTG
•

These groups work together in partnership, supporting each
other.

•

Coordination between these organisations helps to connect
across different spheres of government servicing, and support
integrated engagement practices on the ground

2. Yalu’ and CDU
•

These groups work together in partnership, supporting each other.

•

Yalu’ is an appropriate organisation for both NTEC and NTG
to liaise with before proposing or implementing action in
Galiwin’ku.

•

Collaboration between Yalu’ and CDU supports important translation work that must occur so that
government messages can be heard by the community, and community messages can be heard by
government.

3. Galiwin’ku
•

Underpinning and effected by these other two partnerships is Galiwin’ku – the place.

•

Important groups involved in maintaining Galiwin’ku (including its various traditional and other
governance practices) are TO’s, clan leaders, L.A., stakeholders and community members.

•

Yalu’ helps CDU to take these fundamental complexities seriously in their co-design of methods and
collaborations in on-the-ground work, and in the co-design of feedback to pass to NTG/NTEC.

PROCESSES – for good engagement and coordination
1. Passing feedback to government
•

NTEC/NTG approach CDU (because CDU has a history of
successful research collaborations with Yalu’)

•

CDU speaks with Yalu’ and the Local Authority, and through
working with these groups can generate means for delivering a
Galiwin’ku response to government (e.g. in this case, through
the polling booth questionnaire)

•

Yalu’ works with CDU to constitute feedback and pass messages
back to the L.A. and government

2. Passing feedback to community
•

The benefit of passing feedback is only properly realised if
feedback loops are closed and messages can keep circulating

•

An important part of the cycle is the NTG/NTEC response to
feedback generated by the Yalu’/CDU partnership (also see RECIER Phase 1, p. 11)

•

It is through this government response to community feedback
that processes of message exchange can help produce changed
practices.
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Local evaluation research capacity in Galiwin’ku
The research consultations carried out in Galiwin’ku were facilitated by a research team who at that time
were associated with the Indigenous research organisation Yalu’ Marŋgithinyaraw. This team are familiar
with GroundUp processes of collaborative research design and are always interested in developing new
opportunities for research and pathways for Yolŋu voices to be heard.
All members of the research team have generated research profiles and are interested in pursuing further
work and experience in collaborative research with government staff or CDU.
Senior Researchers:
•

Rosemary Gundjarranbuy (https://iri.cdu.edu.au/rosemary-gundjarranbuy/)

•

Stephen Dhamarrandji (https://iri.cdu.edu.au/stephen-dhamarrandji/)

Research Mentoree:
•

Anita Goluŋ (https://iri.cdu.edu.au/anita-golung-munyarryun/)

The team are familiar with a diverse set of research approaches and methods, and are well resourced to
provide research findings or feedback to government in a variety of modes, including through video and
audio recordings, short reports, semi-structured interviews and surveys or questionnaires.
Rosemary Gundjarranbuy is currently undertaking a Diploma of Indigenous Research. The Electoral
Engagement and Education research has formed the basis of one of her research units. She is currently
interested in developing new research projects that are Yolŋu led, that respond to questions which arise
within the community, and that service local needs and hopes for development and change. The first diploma
students proposing their own research projects have suggested focussing on experiences of students
transitioning from school to CDP, what English and Yolŋu language learning is in the school, and what
constitutes a Yolŋu research ethics.
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Preferred working arrangements:
There were different models of partnership and working arrangement which were discussed over the course
of this project, and that could be supported by the existing Galiwin’ku electoral research team in the future:
1.	NTG supports the Galiwin’ku electoral research team researchers to design and implement research
and evaluation around issues on the ground which are of relevance to them. Starting on the ground
with well-developed local research capacity and as a second step translating this into areas of
interest and investment recognised by government.
2.	The Galiwin’ku electoral research team, enhances their working relationship with the NTG,
developing broad and regular means for checking in and developing research responses and/or
feedback around current and emerging issues
3.	The Galiwin’ku electoral research team works collaboratively with CDU to develop feedback able to
flow between government and the ground, and the ground and government (e.g. through evaluation
research projects associated with elections or other issues)
4.	Senior members of the Galiwin’ku electoral research team can be engaged as advisors supporting
discrete aspects of government business and engagement, providing guidance and expertise through
working with relevant government staff or departments
Requests around such work can be directed to Rosemary Gundjarranbuy: rgundj@gmail.com or the
Indigenous Researchers Initiative: https://iri.cdu.edu.au/contact/

Rosemary Gundjarranbuy speaking with Yolŋu voters on election day
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Ngukurr Report
Key issues:
•

Long lead up times around enrolments, electoral engagement and communication will benefit voter
understanding and participation on election days.

•

Letters asking for payment of fines for failing to vote often generate stress amongst people, and
some avoidance of the process in general

•

Understanding processes of voting is not just a matter of clear communication. It also involves careful
translation around the purpose, implications and mechanisms by which voting may be of benefit for
people who are familiar with quite different social and governance structures.

•

Unpleasant, or disrespectful, experiences around trying to vote or to register to vote have the
potential to turn people away not just for that election, but for life.

•

It is possible to arrange polling booths and voting processes to better align with cultural practices of
avoidance and respect for elders

•

Producing the possibility of ‘individual informed choice’ is an achievement of active work in the
community, it cannot be assumed as present by default. This requirement often differs from and pulls
against traditional practices of leadership and authority.

•

Focussing on supporting children to understand electoral processes now, will produce communities
and populations confident to vote later on

What we did:
Research in Ngukurr was carried out in partnership with Gumbula Consultancies, and involved collaborative
work between several senior researchers, as well as young mentorees and the CDU researcher.
Senior researchers from Gumbula Consultancies – Ian Gumbula and Mercy Gumbula – accompanied the CDU
researcher to a half-day workshop held in Katherine during the early phase of the project. They continued to
work collaboratively with CDU in Ngukurr, developing a process for research which involved visiting people
in their homes, sitting down and discussing their experiences with voting and elections. Many participants
expressed surprise and appreciation that this approach was being taken by the research team, as they were
more familiar with research and consultations proceeding through the council, or other government agencies.
A set of four general questions were agreed on early in the research process, and appeared on a colour
information flyer that was handed to participants explaining what the research was for, who was involved and
the questions being asked Do you know about how to vote? Last time you voted, what was good and what
was bad? How can we work together to make voting better in Ngukurr? Participants were also asked if they
were happy to have their photos taken. A community report was subsequently sent back to Ngukurr, and
shown to participants by Ian Gumbula who invited them to make changes and corrections
(see http://groundup.cdu.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Ngukurr_Community-Report_eds.pdf).
Alongside this on-ground research, this team has also worked collaboratively with the CDU researcher, to
interpret the discussions of community members, and develop a proposed engagement process for before,
during and after elections. This includes involvement of community elders, pathways for feedback and
suggestions about educational processes and resources available for young people (see pg. 25-26).
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Electoral Engagement and Coordination
Seeking to develop feedback for government and the NTEC around electoral engagement and education in
Ngukurr, the Gumbula Consultancies research team emphasised the importance of
•

Engaging local engagement facilitators

•

Work under local authority

•

Targeting young people who are to enrol

•

Working with family groups

•

Facilitate conversations rather than lectures with flip boards

•

Listening to people’s opinions and concerns

•

Co-design community-level engagement strategy

•

Communicating future engagement plans.

Below are listed brief interpretations of these responses.

RESEARCH RESPONSES
Knowing who to vote for
Many people described difficulties associated with voting were also difficulties around knowing who to
vote for. When working through cultural practice, decisions are made differently with guidance being
provided through hierarchies of authority. But when having to make individual decisions, it can be difficult to
understand useful criteria through which choices might be made.
•

Often people don’t understand why they are voting, or who they are voting for. They don’t
understand the groups (parties), so just vote the same way as family.

•

Some people have a good idea of the history of different party policies in government. But some
don’t trust the election promises or their relevance to the local community.

•

Young people and old people don’t really understand, they are likely to vote for the one with the
prettiest face.

•

We need more information about the stories behind the names (ie the policies of various
candidates). We need to be good judges.

•

Candidates should come and tell us what they stand for, and answer questions. They could organise
this through Yugul Mangi.

Yelawanta Billabong, Ngukurr
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Understanding the electoral and parliamentary systems
There was a sense that because there is no ongoing conversation in the Ngukurr community, people generally
struggle to understand the processes they are participating in as they arrive to vote. For the elections to work
properly people need to know in advance who they can vote for and how to vote as well as the purpose of
voting and why it’s important.
•

Young people need to be assisted to understand how to go on the roll, and what for. The voting can
be confusing, so they need to know who they are voting for and why. What is the purpose of voting?

•

People don’t understand that there are three tiers of government, and the young people don’t have
any idea about the different parties.

•

Voting feels a bit like school, you look around to see if you are doing it right. If the one you vote for
doesn’t win, you feel like you’ve done the wrong thing.

•

If parents are interested in voting, then they pass that story onto their children like I am doing with
my daughter now.

•

There are things that can be done about this. More visits by candidates, more information about
party policies, more local interpreters and educators using language, more involvement of teenagers.

How to enrol and vote
Many difficulties people face around voting and roll registration are associated with language. Familiarity with
the process through education helps, but so does familiar people at the booth speaking in Kriol, and video
and other information resources available in Kriol as well as English.
•

There have been difficulties with the roll – people thinking they had signed up and found out on
Election Day that they weren’t on the roll.

•

It’s important to use interpreters and Kriol language, and to support people to vote.

•

School children should be learning about elections and voting. But there also needs to be adult
education. The how-to-vote cards don’t really help enough. They could be clearer. And they could
also use interpreters.

•

People at the polling booth won’t even explain the process to us. They should have a Kriol speaker
and Kriol handouts.

•

People don’t understand postal voting. They don’t know what to do on Election Day. They don’t know
who to vote for. But everyone knows about the fine.

Facilitating voting
There are already good and significant supports within the community for assisting people during elections.
Connecting in with Yugul Mangi is proposed as the right and proper way for external people and organisations
(e.g. NTG, NTEC, politicians) to approach electoral work in the community. And other organisations such as
Gumbula Consultancies and Sunrise Health are able to offer language and other supports.
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•

When the electoral commissions come into Ngukurr, Yugul Mangi are the right group for them to
connect with. The Yugul Mangi Corporation are a local organisation that can help with information,
education and providing services.

•

More could be done to support homelands people and elderly people in voter education and voting.
And when the NTEC and others come, they should learn about Aboriginal corporation governance –
like Yugul Mangi – and electoral processes at the same time.

•

People inside Ngukurr like Gumbula Consultancies should be able to give us the information in simple
language, in Kriol.

•

We need the help of local communities members who are bicultural – understand both-ways.

•

Sunrise Health does a good job supporting people with mental illnesses and other disabilities.
Electoral Engagement and Education

Cultural factors
Traditional pathways of education and knowledge sharing may be an asset around voting time. Young people
listen to older people, and can learn from them about parliamentary systems and voting, as well as about
electoral rolls and registration. Recognising differences in confidence and capacity within older and younger
people can also lead to better electoral services.
•

Local people are good to educate and teach people in the community. They are also good to
facilitate sticking to cultural rules of avoidance and respect in community voting. They can act as
interpreters. Older people should be allowed to vote first.

•

Young people feel nervous and afraid, they need to know that there is no right or wrong answer.

•

There needs to be help for the elderly that can’t get to vote by themselves – this can be through
aged care or other services.

•

Compulsory voting is wrong.

•

People often learn about voting from the rest of the family. Now I am teaching my own children.
Taking part in the election will produce confidence for participating next time.

Disaffection
Amongst broad interest to be able to know more, and participate more fully in voting practices, there was also
a significant number of people who described a sense of disillusionment and distrust around elections. In part
this was to do with lack of adequate Indigenous representation, and processes by which politicians might be
able to hear what Aboriginal people have to say.
•

But whichever way we vote, it’s still all about what Balanda want for Aboriginal people, not about
what we want. Some politicians don’t know anything about Ngukurr.

•

Does voting actually make any difference? This is a question I ask myself, especially for Aboriginal
people. We are always voting for a Munanga (nonAboriginal) candidate. Same old thing over and
over, makes me sick.

•

It’s hard to believe that the candidates really care about blackfellas in Ngukurr. They don’t. Think they
should come and sit down with us by the river and drink some tea. If they did that, they would start
to see a different perspective. We see that politician at election time but not any other time.

•

Sometimes governments tell lies and don’t do anything to help us, but they still force us to vote, and
if you don’t you’ll get a fine. They are forcing us to go and vote.

•

We are required to vote, and yet the government doesn’t give us what we want. We just vote, and
then these bad decisions just come and land on us.
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Electoral education and ways to improve
There was strong support for education work that could take place in the school, to help young people
become aware of voting processes and to get ready for being able to vote. This education may have the best
chance of success if it is practical in nature (e.g. role plays) and if it was supported by other processes, such as
long lead times around getting ready for elections, and feedback around the results.
•

When the election comes, people aren’t always ready or aware. It would help to have something in
the community (an event or education), getting people ready for voting.

•

The parties should come and talk to us and have a workshop about how to vote for them. Definitely
needs to happen in the school for senior students. They need to know what the different parties’
policies are.

•

Voter education can happen at school or at a community event with a BBQ, or at the festival, or
social media (good for younger people - they need screens). Education should be ongoing.

•

There can be education in the schools, (for 16-18 year olds). Helping them to practice how to vote,
and getting used to doing that themselves. Role playing would be good.

•

It would be good to get feedback from the NTEC after the election – who won? Who lost? Which way
did the Ngukurr votes go?

Gumbula Consultancies local research team working in Ngukurr
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Research Vignettes

Gwen Rami
There are issues with elections, that some of our people can’t
understand. Normally, through cultural way, we work together
and follow our elders. But for elections you have to vote for
yourself.
When the election comes, people aren’t always ready or aware.
It would help to have something in the community (an event or
education), getting people ready for voting.
Part of getting ready, is helping people to know why voting is
important for them. What is the purpose of voting? Often people
don’t understand why they are voting, or who they are voting for.
They don’t understand the groups (parties), so just vote the same
way as family.

Bobby Nunggumatjbarr
Young people can be confused when the election comes, because
this is a unique situation where they have to make their own
decision. But old people can also struggle and need support.
There needs to be help for the elderly that can’t get to vote by
themselves – this can be through aged care or other services.
When the electoral commissions come into Ngukurr, Yugul Mangi
are the right group for them to connect with.

Gavin Hall and Amelia Huddleston
Young people need to be assisted to understand how to go on the
roll, and what for. The voting can be confusing, so they need to
know who they are voting for and why.
I want to vote, because voting can make a difference to the
community.
Voter education can happen at school or at a community event
with a BBQ, or at the festival, or social media (good for younger
people - they need screens) but education also should be ongoing.
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Sue-Ann and Julie Nelson
Voting is easy for people who have done it before, but not for
young people their first time, they can be a bit shy.
Some are maybe so shy of being seen or of not doing it right, that
they don’t turn up, even if they know that they might get a letter.
Old people and young people need help with voting. People who
have voted before can help the old people and the new voters.

Justine Rogers, Robin Rogers &
Peter Gumbula
The parties should come and talk to us and have a workshop
about how to vote for them. Definitely needs to happen in the
school for senior students. They need to know what the different
parties’ policies are.
We finally got the bridge but we don’t know which party gave
it to us. It’s not clear how different people and parties offer
different things. Its people inside Ngukurr who can help.
People inside Ngukurr like Gumbula Consultancies should be able to give us the information in simple
language, in Kriol.
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Remote Engagement and Coordination at Ngukurr
At the end of the research process in Ngukurr, the team from Gumbula Consultancies sat down together
with the CDU researcher to collate the results, and to develop a proposed plan supporting further electoral
engagement and education in the community.
This is intended to offer guidance to any government staff or NTEC officers seeking advice, or looking to
partner, in the future.

BEFORE: Preparing for what is coming
Community
Early stage involves spreading awareness, and having stories about elections and voting starting to be passed
around.
•

families, mothers, parents talking at social gatherings/ workplace

•

community leaders talking to people

•

discussions at the school

•

stories reaching young and old, male and female

Local consultants can help with this work, of beginnging to have the issue re-activated in the community.
This work can occur face-to-face and via social media (Ian Gumbula now posts regularly on Facebook, raising
awareness and interest in electoral issues)
NTEC
Early stage involves apropaching the community in the right way, through certain channels, and discussing
where there may be discretion possible around upcoming electoral events.
•

Talk to Yugul Mangi/ community leaders

•

Find out if there are things to be aware of (e.g. upcoming ceremonies)

•

Discuss what dates to come (e.g. for polling preparation and election days)

•

Initiate any events (e.g. gatherings at the oval) where politicians or others may meet with people and
show their interests.

DURING:
•

Have local people helping in polling areas
-

Explaining about how to vote

-	Also explaining general information about parties – for example who belongs to which party, who
is independent, and some of their interests.
-

Both of these things should be included – separating them out makes things more confusing

•

Give explanations carefully, no rush

•

Cultural awareness should guide how to behave at the booth

•

-

Local languages used

-

Old people can go first

-

Avoidance practices will be occurring, non-local staff should be aware and support

Partnerships with aged care or others can help elderly people to attend
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AFTER:
Provide feedback on results in Ngukurr and voter turn-out in relation to other communities
•

Feedback:
-

Results: winning people and parties

-

Turn-out: How many people voted (e.g. young/old, formal/informal)

•

Send a letter with a positive message to people who didn’t vote, encouraging them to vote next time

•

Publish feedback in the Ngukurr News (coordinated by Daphne Daniels)

ONGOING:
•

Engagement and education by all levels of government – local, state, federal

•

Activities sharing the purpose and meaning of voting

•

Education at school for young people ages 16-18

•

Partnerships with local organisations establishing on-ground networks and programs

POINT OF CONTACT:
Yugul Mangi should be the main point of contact for the NT government and NTEC regarding election activities

Local evaluation research capacity in Ngukurr
The research consultations carried out in Ngukurr were facilitated by Ian and Mercy Gumbula and the team
from Gumbula Consultancies.
Gumbula Consultancies are an established business who are experienced in designing and carrying out
research work that is clearly understood, and considered valuable and culturally appropriate by people in the
communities where they work.
This project continued developing existing research relationships that were first kindled in the REC-IER Phase
1 project, and have subsequently extended through other research projects and work. This includes Ian and
Mercy Gumbula’s current employment as part-time lecturers at CDU, a joint appointment that has grown
directly out of our collaborative work on the REC-IER Phase 1 project.
On this occasion, we were able to work closely with 3 new mentorees who are emerging as skilled young
researchers able to work both in their home community, and elsewhere. Each of these mentorees has
received an ‘Indigenous Research Collaborator’ micro-credential (https://iri.cdu.edu.au/indigenous-researchcollaborator), and have worked with CDU researchers in Ngukurr, Gulkula and Darwin.
All members of the Gumbula Consultancies team have generated research profiles, and are interested in
pursuing further work and experience in collaborative research with government staff or CDU.
Senior researchers:
•

Ian Gumbula (https://iri.cdu.edu.au/ian-gumbula/)

•

Mercy Gumbula (https://iri.cdu.edu.au/mercy-gumbula/)

Research mentorees:
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•

Shay Gumbula (https://iri.cdu.edu.au/shay-gumbula/)

•

Joleen Wanambi (https://iri.cdu.edu.au/joleen-wanambi/)

•

Peter Dhamarraṉdji (https://iri.cdu.edu.au/peter-dhamarrandji/).

Electoral Engagement and Education

Preferred working arrangements:
There were different models of partnership and working arrangement which were discussed over the course
of this project, and that could be supported by Gumbula Consultancies in the future:
1	Gumbula Consultancies works with NTG to assume responsibility for the design and conduct of
engagement activities on the ground (e.g. in relation to electoral issues, this may involve carrying out
role updates, promoting election events and delivering local education programs).
2	Gumbula Consultancies works collaboratively with CDU to develop feedback able to flow between
government and the ground, and the ground and government (e.g. through evaluation research
projects associated with elections or other issues).
3	Senior members of the Gumbula Consultancy team can be engaged as advisors supporting discrete
aspects of government business and engagement, providing guidance and expertise through working
with relevant government staff or departments.
Requests around such work can be directed to Ian Gumbula: mongunu.gumbula@gmail.com

Gumbula Consultancies local research team working in Ngukurr
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Nauiyu Report
Key issues:
•

Electoral engagement and education is not separate from the history and legacies of trauma
experienced by community members seeking to navigate contemporary life.

•

Being able to engage the community as a whole is seen as a priority around electoral issues, and in
relation to other forms of government engagement

•

Provision of electoral information and ballot papers in local languages is an important way to assist
community understanding (with Kriol and Murrinhpatha being identified as the two key languages for
the Daly region).

•

Forms of visual representation such as photos or colour coding would improve understanding at the
ballot booth, and support people to exercise their democratic rights enabling them to successfully
vote for candidates they know and trust.

•

Opportunities for Electoral Education in Nauiyu need to take into consideration that local schooling
finishes at Year 6. Therefore, CDP or other service providers may provide better avenues for electoral
education than the school.

What we did:
The CDU research team were asked to take on an exploratory site as part of this project contract. This was
to be a place where the CDU team did not have previous research experience, with the purpose being to
explore how research and evaluation of government engagement might occur in sites where there was not
established collaborative research relationships.
Nauiyu was selected because it had been identified as a trial site by the Electoral Engagement and Education
Working Group (NTG) and it was also a place where the GroundUp team were interested in developing new
connections and possible working partnerships.
In establishing new research connections in Nauiyu, we initially worked with Ian Gumbula facilitated some
initial discussions with William Huddleston (a local consultant/NLC employee) who was provisionally interested
in the role, but later withdrew. We subsequently worked with Gavin Morris, a CDU lecturer, who has close ties
to the area. Gavin assisted with introductions to Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr, a senior authority in the community,
as well as members of her family. He also assisted with introductions to Theresa White, a local TO.
Three trips were made to Nauiyu by the CDU GroundUP researcher.
•

An initial trip to facilitate introductions

•

A second trip to further discuss a research approach and possible local researchers

•

A third visit where Miriam-Rose facilitated a consultation with senior women from within the
community. This consultation involved sitting together, sharing food and talking while the women
painted on canvas.

Ideally, we would have also made another trip to work with younger emerging researchers, visiting families
in their homes to talk further about electoral engagement. However, this was not possible given the busy
schedules of many of the people involved. We also would have liked to work with both Miriam-Rose and
Theresa White, but Teresa was not in the community beyond the initial visit.
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Electoral Engagement and Education
Seeking to develop feedback for government and the NTEC around electoral engagement and education in
Nauiyu, a group of senior women sat and talked about their experiences of voting, as well as problems they
had experienced and their ideas around good practices of electoral engagement.
Enacting civic duties
Participants expressed a strong interest in being able to enact their democratic rights. They saw the capacity
to do this as residing in forms of mutual responsibility, where good practice on the part of government could
be responded to and met by good practice within the community at voting time. This relates to ballot papers,
but also engagement around political issues.
•

Its important how government puts [options] on the paper, so when they come here we can do
things proper ways

•

They [politicians] should visit before, then come back at election time and say they have made ready
that thing [that they promised]. We will see it and do our best to put in guidelines or law or policy
[through voting]

•

We visited parliament house, and sat in the visitor’s chambers. We were there waving to Gary
[Higgins]. We know him well, buttered him up but some still didn’t vote for him

•

People here have been through a lot, there is trauma here, this is part of how we respond

Engaging the community
Having enough time to spend with government and NTEC staff, as well as candidates, in the lead up to
election time is important. The whole of the community is involved in elections, and participating in a general
‘getting ready’ through sharing stories, and slowly building a ‘buzz’ prior to election day can be helpful in
supporting fuller engagement.
•

When visiting, can’t just whizz through

•

Stay for a couple of days – not just visit Monica, Jane, Miriam

•

Have to go to whole community

•

Voting coming up – can be getting ready, these are the things this mob want us to do

Local assistance
The task of engaging the community can be made easier by working with local consultants. There has been
some precedent for people in Nauiyu for people being employed to carry out such activities. Ideally there
would be a small team of a woman and a man, working together to speak with people across the community.
In the lead up to an election the community can become highly politicised and such consultants are unlikely
to be neutral.
•

Have someone here, working around election time

•

When getting ready for elections, part of the process can be to mentor them, and they can visit
everyone

•

One woman and one man for a few weeks or a month when walking and talking

•

Have done that before. Paid people to do it.

•

Is hard to find someone neutral at that time

•

People employ people who are faithful for their parties, know who votes for them in their
communities
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Electoral information
There was considerable discussion about ballot papers and how to vote cards. Visual communication and
pamphlets in local languages were seen as a priority. This is particularly for elderly people, and those who
may be confused by the situation as the ability to understand English and new complex concepts decreases in
situations of stress.
•

How to vote pamphlets should be in Kriol, for all areas from Daly to Peppermintarti: Woodi, Emu
Point, Nimuluk, Murapan, Nauiyu, Adelaide River, Batchelor

•

For others places, pamphlets should be in Murrinhpatha: this is from Palumpa to Wadeye

•

Put photos for politicians that are going to stand

•

Have in colours representing different parties – Orange, Red and Green. The column with the
candidates can be the same colour as their party.

Respecting senior people
People recalled a story from a previous election where a senior woman was trying to vote, and was at the
polling booth alone, without local assistance and with several media cameras pointed at her. Situations like
this are not considered appropriate and should be avoided, with senior people receiving assistance around
mobility and in understanding the voting process. This is appropriate to their needs, and to the position they
hold within he community.
•

More support for people who can’t get to the booth. Go to the house, get aged care involved. We
don’t do that here.

•

Senior people can have priority at the booth

•

Some don’t have literacy, and there can be help from people they know

Electoral Education
The situation in Nauiyu is such that local schooling finishes at Year 6. This means there is little capacity to
provide education for people close to voting age through the school. Other avenues could include working
through CDP or other services. Or working through family networks in the community.
•

Should have some education outreach in CDP

•

Not schools because finishes to early

Electoral research consultation in Nauiyu
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Remote Engagement and Coordination
Part of the research consultation in Nauiyu, involved discussing appropriate processes for supporting further
electoral engagement and education in the community.
Detailed below, these suggestions are intended to offer guidance to any government staff or NTEC officers
seeking advice, or looking to partner, in the future.
Spreading the word
Generating awareness that something will be happening helps people to be prepared with government of
other organisations arrive.
•

Emails can be sent in advance to service providers

•

Word can be passed to local consultants

Community gatherings/meetings
Community meetings or gatherings are a way of engaging across different families in the community, ideally
in a relaxed setting.
•

Can give notice there will be a general meeting

•

Good idea if there is food or a BBQ

•

Can bring a PA or talk to people in groups

•

People will know they can have a feed and ask questions

Timing of visits
Having a series of visits planned helps people to engage with the issues being raised.
•

People to have time to think about what is being said

•

They can talk to each other

•

NTG or NTEC can say when they will be back again so people are ready

Local consultants
It is always good to work with a local person when in Nauiyu.
•

Miriam-Rose can help advise around this, or help coordinate consultants.

•

There are some young people who are skilled at working cross-culturally, and speaking with people in
language (like happens with translators and facilitators at the bush court)

Feedback loops
Providing feedback to community on what has been done is not only an issue for government bureaucrats
around elections, but also for politicians. Through the processes above government/candidates can inform
people:
•

If they are going to stand again

•

What they will do in office

•

How they will implement our recommendations as best as they can
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Local evaluation research capacity in Nauiyu
The research consultations carried out in Nauiyu were facilitated by Miriam-Rose, as a senior community authority.
They also involved, to some extent, younger members of her family who were able to support the research.
There is already a tradition of ‘Dadirri’ research, following a method research associated with deep listening
that is well-known in Nauiyu. This research approach is overseen by the Miriam Rose Foundation, and is
supported by specific training and practice. (For more information see: https://www.miriamrosefoundation.
org.au/about-dadirri/dadirri-text). We drew on this research capacity in further negotiating Ground Up ways
of working together for this project.
The relationships, and working practices, associated with GroundUp research are still very young in Nauiyu.
However, there is an interest in local community members being able to work together with government or
others to provide feedback around electoral, or other issues in the community.
Preferred working arrangements:
At present, there are certain forms of research approach that have been discussed, and are considered
potentially valuable for providing feedback to government on electoral or other matters:
•

Local consultations involving small groups of community members facilitated by Miriam-Rose and
attended/ co-facilitated by government staff

•

Community consultations involving a broader group of attendees facilitated by government staff. This
could be supported by Miriam-Rose and her family, and would ideally include a BBQ or other ways of
sharing food together.

•

Collaborative work between CDU and government staff, and young emerging researchers in the
community. This is a promising approach that has been discussed and endorsed, but not yet tested.
Working in small research teams would enable these groups to visit people in their homes, or at
work, to discuss important issues without convening a community meeting.

Requests around such work can be directed to Miriam-Rose:
enquiries@miriamrosefoundation.org.au
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Conclusion
Through this project, GroundUp Researchers worked with Aboriginal researchers in three remote
communities – Galiwin’ku, Ngukurr, and Nauiyu – sustaining and expanding on existing research that was
initiated in the Remote Engagement Coordination – Indigenous Evaluation Research Project: Phase 1.
In this instance, the focus of the research was on electoral engagement and evaluation, and on site-specific
means for evaluating existing electoral engagement practices and proposing means for further developing
and iteratively improving such practices in the future. In all places there was an interest in practices focused
towards systemic change in voter education and enrolment supports, as well as clearly articulated means for
continuing to partner around engagement and coordination evaluation.
It emerged in the Galiwin’ku research, that good electoral engagement is constituted in on-the-ground work
designed and implemented by local Yolŋu facilitators, and involving local negotiation around how Yolŋu and
Balanda may best come together to produce promising futures for young people through education and
continued communication.
It emerged in the Ngukurr research, that good electoral engagement is constituted in good working
partnerships. This meant that for the Ngukurr research team, the development of an engagement plan was
also the development of a working partnership arrangement. The display of this working arrangement was
evident on the ground for people (in particular young people) in Ngukurr as the work proceeded.
It emerged in the Nauiyu research, that good electoral engagement is constituted through ways of engaging
different parts of the community, through means such as community events, and the work of local facilitators
visiting people and speaking with them in local languages.
In all places, it was recognised that local researcher-consultants provided more than simple facilitation. They
also undertook crucial knowledge and governance brokerage work under the authority of many relevant
elders, and are likely to be key drivers of future electoral engagement and evaluation research which takes
seriously the practices of knowledge and governance of local Indigenous people and groups.
These local and more general insights are oriented towards supporting NTG understandings of locally relevant
monitoring and engagement practices, as well as offering specific and recommendations of relevance to both
the Northern Territory and Australian Electoral Commissions.
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Ngukurr sunset
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