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PricewaterhouseCoopers Indigenous Consulting (PIC) was engaged by the Office of Disability (OoD) to 
support Aboriginal Community Controlled Organizations (ACCOs) to become service providers for National 
Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS).  ACCOs are incorporated Aboriginal organisations governed by the 
local Aboriginal community to deliver holistic and culturally appropriate services to the Aboriginal 
community that controls it.  Community control has its roots in Aboriginal peoples right to self-
determination and is demonstrated by ongoing community input and ownership.

The objectives of this project were to support ACCOs to make well informed decisions about becoming 
service providers with an eventual outcome that some ACCOs would move into the provision of disability 
services in each region.  The engagement was undertaken between March 2017 and July 2018 during the 
period that the NDIS rolled out progressively across the Northern Territory.  PIC undertook an NT wide 
NDIS Community Planning project and facilitated an NDIS Innovation Grant Program on behalf of OoD 
during this same period. 

PIC also led a Communities of Practice project as a part of the Community Planning work which saw nine 
organizations funded to engage more deeply with the NDIS within their own community and to come 
together to their share learnings with each other.  Five of these nine organizations undertaking this work 
were ACCOs.  Separate reports have been prepared on these projects. PIC worked in partnership with the 
OoD over the period to ensure that ACCOs were involved at every opportunity in all NDIS related activities 
including workshops, forums and in the Community Planning work. PIC engaged with 44 ACCOs during 
this engagement.  A full list can be found at Attachment A. 

At the outset it was envisaged that PIC would run ACCO specific workshops in each region followed by 
individual ACCO interaction and support. The early Community Planning work in East Arnhem found that 
potential service providers and other stakeholders found it beneficial to work together in a regional context, 
particularly as they sought to understand the implications of the NDIS.  Service mapping for the 
Community Planning project in East Arnhem also demonstrated that each community had a unique service 
provision mix based on a range of factors including historical influences and existing infrastructure. ACCOs, 
local government and not for profit entities were all involved in the delivery of ‘adjacent’ services in 
communities such as the Community Development Program (CDP), childcare, aged care etc. but in quite 
different configurations in each location. 

In consultation with the OoD PIC refocused from a separate stream of workshops for ACCOs to promoting 
their involvement in the mainstream forums and workshops in each region.  PIC also worked with ACCOs to 
promote awareness of the NT Quality and Safeguarding Framework.  All interested ACCOs were 
encouraged to register and undertake assessment to enable them to deliver services for the NDIS.

Photo credit: PIC.  The PIC team met with ACCOs in 
regional centres and on community, keeping in regular 
contact over the life of the project.
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Graphic credit: 
http://www.everyaustraliancounts.com.au/ndis-roll-out/
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NDIS in the Northern Territory

The NDIS has been described as the 
largest social and community service 
reform since the introduction of 
Medicare in the 1970s and 80s. It will 
fundamentally change how disability 
services are funded and provided and 
give the individual with a disability 
greater choice and control over service 
provision. The NDIS has been designed 
to create provider market competition, 
driving up quality and delivering more 
cost efficient support to people with 
disabilities.  

The introduction of the NDIS into the 
Northern Territory and in particular to 
remote Indigenous communities, 
however, presents many challenges. It is 
generally acknowledged that the current 
disability service system in remote 
Indigenous communities is rudimentary 
at best, offering little choice or control to 
individuals, and is not robust enough to 
cope with the forces of market 
competition on which the NDIS 
principles of choice and control are 
based.    

Clearly a market based approach will not 
work within remote regions of the 
Northern Territory.  Therefore, other 
approaches will need to be developed in 
full consultation with the communities 
involved.  

The six Northern Territory NDIS Disability regions by local government authority, as described in the 
Bilateral agreement between the Commonwealth and the Northern Territory (2016), are shown in the 
graphic above.  PIC engaged with ACCOs across all regions.

‘Every Australian counts’ is articulated by the NDIS in the vision of 
its Rural and Remote Strategy which states that ‘…people with 
disability in rural and remote Australia, including Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities, are supported to participate in 
social and economic life to the extent of their ability, to contribute as 
valued members of their community, and to achieve good life 
outcomes’.
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The small, culturally diverse population of the Northern 
Territory is dispersed over a large geographical area. 
This poses unique challenges in delivering disability, 
health, and community services to individuals and 
communities, particularly in remote areas.  

The Northern Territory covers the third largest area of 
all Australian states and territories; however, 
represents just one per cent of the population. 

The majority of the population live in one of six urban 
centres and the remainder live in remote or very 
remote areas. In order to service these remote and 
often isolated communities, a network of regional 
service centres has developed providing a base for 
government and non-government service providers and 
for commercial services. As a result of this and the 
geographic, cultural and linguistic context of each 
location, the pattern of service provision is different in 
each community, requiring locally relevant strategies to 
be employed to support the transition to the NDIS.

The Indigenous population of the Northern Territory 
accounts for about one third of the population, a 
proportion 10 times higher than the national average. 

There have been long standing challenges for service 
provision to Indigenous people with disabilities in 
remote communities, with distance, climate, culture, 
and language impacting the quality, frequency, 
certainty and cost of service delivery, and the 
achievement of positive outcomes for those most in 
need. 

ACCOs play a vital part of the service delivery system 
for remote communities. Each ACCO has evolved 
differently and they provide a wide and varied range of 
services from homelands maintenance and ranger 
programs, through to community stores and arts 
centres. The mix of service delivery in each community 
is unique and can include ACCOs, government and not 
for profits. 

It is common for ACCOs to deliver a range of integrated programs based on their community needs requiring 
them to administratively deal with multiple government systems and program acquittals.  One ACCO reported 
they currently dealt with over 60 service agreements creating a significant administrative burden for a very small 
organisation. In very small communities there are comparatively high costs of establishing and delivering 
services with limited economies of scale to provide market based disability services. 

Increasing the capacity of the market to address and meet current and future need also needs to be supported. In 
remote areas in particular, for these services to be culturally appropriate and relevant and to meet the needs of 
people with disabilities and their carers it is essential that these strategies are developed with consideration of 
these needs, from the ‘bottom up’. 

Photo credit: PIC Utopia Homelands. In remote 
Australia accessing call centres is very difficult 
compounded by speaking English as a second language 
and widespread hearing loss. The local ACCO provides 
a community space for locals to access a phone and 
computer within their office to for business needs such 
as Centrelink.
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Leveraging existing relationships

In the NT ACCOs undertake a wide range of business and cultural activities. Currently there are 898 
organizations registered under the Corporations (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander) Act 2006
(http:register.oric.gov.au).  Other ACCOs have been established under the Northern Territory 
Associations Act or are companies registered with the Australian Securities Investments Commission. 
PIC was able to leverage its networks  and existing relationships to connect with ACCOs across the NT 
who might have an interest in providing services to people with disability. As shown in the figure 
below PIC has worked across an extended footprint in the NT and through these previous 
engagements has interacted and worked with many ACCOs.  As a unique Aboriginal owned and 
controlled business PIC has credibility as a values based organization keen to support and develop the 
ACCO sector.

Figure 1: Examples of PIC projects undertaken across the  NT demonstrating the 
geographical spread of our work across a range of topics and programs.

Reaching out

PIC used multiple approaches, including phone calls, emails and personal communications, 
to engage with ACCOs. In each community where Community Planning was undertaken 
attempts were made to contact and meet all ACCOS operating in those locations.  The 
communication continued over a number of months as it took time for many ACCOs and 
other potential service providers to gain an understanding of the NDIS concept and ways of 
operating.  For some, the contact with PIC was the first conversation they had engaged in 
regarding NDIS and the level of knowledge was low.

Ensuring ACCOs were invited and actively supported to participate in the regional 
workshops and forums became an important part of PICs approach. Workshops and forums 
were tailored for each region and PIC found the level of knowledge and understanding of 
disability generally, and the NDIS, was low outside of the Barkly region which had been an 
NDIS Trial Site.  PIC’s overall approach to engaging with ACCOs and the wider community 
is outlined in more detail on the following pages.
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From the beginning, PIC understood that the success of this project depended on comprehensive, inclusive 
and wide consultation with stakeholders. To do this, PIC used our proven community engagement 
methodology (shown below) to work with communities. Our approach includes having the right people 
in the right environment, asking the right questions at the right time. It is inherently 
participatory, with a key ethos of ‘do nothing for me without me’. 

This methodology has been developed in teams led by Indigenous people, particularly for use when 
consulting in communities. It is underpinned by a series of consultation tools. Particularly relevant for this 
project was drawing on relationships by having the right consultants in the team, and using respectful 
community engagement techniques to gather insights. Our methodology for respectful community 
engagement is described on the following page.

People, families, communities, 
governments, corporates – all have 
storylines. These storylines provide 
meaningful insight into why certain 
beliefs are held, and why certain 
relationships exist (or do not exist). 
Through our networks and personal 
connections, PIC is often able to begin 
engagements with an initial view of the 
underlying dynamic of a community –
providing a solid foundation for 
engagement.

People, Families, Communities, 
Governments, Corporates – all have 
storylines. These storylines provide 
meaningful insight into why certain beliefs 
are held, and why certain relationships exist 
(or do not exist). Through our networks and 
personal connections, PIC is often able to 
begin engagements with an initial view of 
the underlying dynamic of a community –
providing a solid foundation for 
engagement.

Perhaps the most valued commodity in  
Indigenous communities, mutual 
respect is required in order for 
Indigenous people and organisations to 
share true, controversial and 
sometimes hurtful information. This 
information is required to enable the 
formulation of effective outcomes.

We appreciate that Indigenous 
people and organisations are 
often complex, and there can 
be deeply embedded beliefs 
and structures built over time. 
Our philosophy is one 
grounded in an understanding 
that individuals, organisations 
and communities contain 
enormous wisdom, and that 
we must search for and find 
this to inform our thinking 
before we can properly analyse 
issues in any detail.

Our teams are experienced in 
stakeholder engagement that 
requires effectively supporting 
groups to reach an appropriate 
level of consensus around their 
priorities and direction through 
focusing on perspectives that are 
central to achieving effective and 
relevant outcomes, aligned to 
the organisation’s purpose. 

Organisational ownership is 
essential for any lasting change 
to take place. Well-considered 
and well-reasoned strategy will 
not deliver sustainable 
outcomes unless buy-in is 
developed by the organisation’s 
constituents – this is core not 
only to the delivery of quality 
services, but to building the 
capacity of the organisation. 
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PIC would not have been able to connect effectively with ACCOs without drawing on a deep understanding of 
working with remote Indigenous communities. This approach is based on careful listening and understanding of 
the layers of meaning contained in cross cultural communication. It is represented graphically below.

• Selecting the right consultation team with previous relationships and experience in the community as well as 
high levels of cross cultural literacy.

• Putting the onus of research on the consultant or researcher by following an undirected conversation, rather 
than requiring the person you are seeking to engage with to follow a set script or series of questions.

• Scheduling engagements with flexible timeframes to allow for unexpected events or delays.

• Beginning the conversation respectfully on the terms of the person with whom you seek to engage.

• At times being persistent without being disrespectful. This is sometimes required to overcome previous poor 
experience with consultation.

• Sharing food and/or drinks.

• Engaging first on a personal level, 
asking about family and local topics.

• Reciprocal sharing with personal 
information of your own.

• When ready, bringing the conversation 
to the topic on-hand, without seeming 
contrived or forced.

• Listening for what is said, how it is 
phrased and the space between the 
words.

• Paying careful attention to the tone or 
speech and the body language.

• Hearing what is not said and 
sensitively exploring this to understand 
why.

• Repeating what was heard to be sure 
that it is understood exactly as it was 
intended.

• Repeating a conversation a number of 
times with the same person to be sure 
of clarity and understanding.

• Recognising that consultation is often 
treated as an extractive activity, and to 
prevent repeating this pattern, 
returning consultation artefacts to the 
community and/or revisiting the 
community to share project outcomes.
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Findings

Nature of ACCOs in the NT 

ACCOs include a diverse range of organisations from large major providers of Aboriginal Medical Services 
(AMSs) to very small associations undertaking homeland services and managing individual art centres. 
AMSs are some of the larger ACCOs in the NT and play an important part in the service delivery of health 
services. However, it should be noted AMSs are not yet established in every community and that the 
provision of health services in community is a mix of AMSs and services delivered directly by the Northern 
Territory Government (NTG).

While some ACCOs consulted currently provide disability services as part of suite of integrated community 
based services others have been established for very different purposes. ACCOs are very individual in nature 
and have developed differently based on cultural, geographical and historical factors. ACCOs are frequently  
involved in delivery of multiple services and programs often in very small, geographically isolated 
communities. Delivery of shelter, safety and food security were expressed as higher priorities by many 
ACCOs for the communities they service during PIC consultations.

A number of ACCOs deliver what might be termed ‘adjacent’ services in communities such as aged care, 
childcare and the delivery of Community Development Programs (CDP). Local Governments are also 
significant providers of community services across the NT and some not for profit organisations are involved 
the provision of services in remote communities as illustrated in an example of East Arnhem below. This type 
of variation is consistent across the NT.

The Northern Territory Government has a key priority to Local Decision Making and a 10 year commitment 
to transfer government service delivery to Aboriginal people and organisations based on their community 
aspirations. Based on the spirit and substance of UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
(UNDRIP) the principles aim to build self determination. ACCOs will play a key role in the delivery of these 
policy initiatives.

Figure 1: A patchwork of service providers including ACCO’s, Local 
Government and Not for Profits operate in East Arnhem.
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NDIS offers some new potential opportunities for ACCOs

While some ACCOs currently provide disability services as a part of an integrated community services 
program, for others the NDIS presents completely new business opportunities.  Many ACCOs would need to 
develop their disability technical expertise if they would be able to meet the necessary quality standards and 
then engage fully with the NDIS.  The NDIS will see (for the first time in some cases) funding for ‘lower risk’ 
services such as home assistance and community activities in remote communities through individual 
participant plans. The NDIS’ individualized approach and the administrative requirements make service 
delivery challenging unless integrated services could be delivered by ACCOs alongside existing programs.  
While a number of ACCOs were keen to explore how they could enter the NDIS market in remote 
communities to provide such services there are very small cohorts.  

Opportunities 
for 

Partnerships

Capacity 
Building

NDIS offers 
some new 
potential 

opportunities 
for ACCOs

Place based 
approach

Building links to  
CDP and 
adjacent 

programs

Key Themes

A number of key themes emerged from consultations with ACCOs through the Community Planning 
project and through individual consultations.  The key themes were:

Uniquely 
placed to deliver 

culturally
appropriate 

services

Reality test
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Findings (continued)

Reality test

ACCOs were acutely aware of the challenges facing the communities they serve and expressed 
concerns regarding the practicalities of delivering services under an NDIS pricing framework. First 
Peoples Disability Network, the lead advocacy body, in their recent work titled ‘Culture is Inclusion’ 
contend that ‘there needs to be a reconsideration of the assumptions that do not fit reality, in order for 
the NDIS to make any sense for people with disability living in communities affected by poverty and a 
lack of basic utilities.’ Many ACCOs expressed that their resources are necessarily prioritized
on meeting fundamental needs.

As most ACCOs deal with multiple programs and funding sources the administrative burden of taking 
on NDIS as yet another system to navigate is a significant liability. The small numbers of participants 
in remote communities and the high levels of mobility make the viability of investment in developing 
disability services and building a disability workforce challenging for ACCOs, many of whom feel they 
are already fully extended.  Many ACCOs were understandably cautious of involvement based on their 
assessment of the financial viability and the requirement for service providers to carry all the risk 
under the NDIS. Delivery of integrated services based on community strengths and existing 
infrastructure is the only approach that ‘makes sense’ in very small remote communities.

Capacity building 

Several ACCOs had accessed short term NDIS transition support and grants programs funded by 
government and several reported investing their own funds in undertaking feasibility and transition 
work. Many ACCOs also need support in developing their organizational capacity and viability overall 
if they are to be in a position to fully engage in disability service provision, particularly in the remote 
context.  The high turnover of staff in remote areas is well known but there are opportunities for the 
development of a local Aboriginal workforce through delivery of disability services.  This workforce 
development needs a concerted investment if the opportunities for Aboriginal employment are to be 
realized. ACCOs and others such as Local Government with a track record of delivering Aboriginal 
employment are best placed to begin to build the disability workforce.  A hybrid funding model based 
on investing in ACCOs so they can build disability capacity over time may augment the individual 
NDIS funding approach in order to develop services that can be accessed in remote communities.

Building links to CDP and adjacent programs

The Community Development Program (CDP) provides a remote labour pool and obvious linkages for 
delivery of disability services given the infrastructure and people resources they control. While some 
ACCOs deliver CDP in other communities this program is coordinated by Local Government.  A 
clearer articulation between CDP and NDIS would be very beneficial as a policy initiative. There is 
clearly value in using CDP to deliver low risk NDIS services such as cleaning, yard maintenance and 
community participation where a market does not exist.  This approach could also support workforce 
development and utilize existing infrastructure.  Leveraging adjacent services such as aged care and 
childcare is logical but requires capacity to integrate and navigate different funding, organizational 
structures and day to day issues. Supporting ACCOs in communities with specific funding over a long 
period to play this role, either independently or in partnership, may be needed for ACCOs to be able to 
engage.
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Place based approach

In terms of ACCOs involvement in disability and the roles they play, each community is unique with 
differing infrastructure and service configurations.  The importance of engaging ACCOs in the disability 
sector in remote locations cannot be underestimated.  Coordination of Support needs to be as close to 
the NDIS participants as possible and where a suitable ACCO exists there would be value in NDIS 
assisting in brokering partnerships to deliver disability services where the ACCO does not have current 
capacity.  Investment in a number of place based trials to explore the delivery of more integrated and 
flexible service delivery in remote communities would appear to be warranted. Active involvement of 
ACCOs into any pilots would be useful in engaging the community in disability service delivery. 

Uniquely placed to deliver culturally appropriate services

ACCOs are vastly different in nature but need to be engaged as a more practical remote service delivery 
if we are to see the benefits of the NDIS delivered, particularly in the remote context.  The five ACCOs 
who took part in the Communities of Practice reported they found the opportunity to share experiences 
and learnings valuable and there would be benefit of building a support structure like this to build and 
capture knowledge amongst remote providers.  ACCOs were overwhelmingly keen to see improved 
outcomes for people with disability but need support and a strategy that reduces their financial risk if 
they are to fully engage. 
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Registered Registered and 
engaged with 
Quality and 
Safeguarding 
process

Approved for 
registration in some 
groups

Approved provider

Top End • Bawinanga
Aboriginal 
Corporation

• Thamarrur
Development 
Corporation

• Malabam Health
Board Aboriginal 
Corporation 

• Adjumarllarl
Aboriginal 
Corporation

• Alawa Aboriginal 
Corporation

East Arnhem • Arnhem Land 
Progress    
Association*

• Laynhapuy
Homelands 
Aboriginal
Corporation

• Miwatj Health 
Aboriginal 
Corporation

Katherine • Mabunji
Aboriginal 
Resource Centre

• Alawa Aboriginal 
Corporation 

• Sunrise Health 
Service

• Kalano
Community 
Association

Barkly • Urapuntja
Aboriginal
Corporation* 

• Julalikari Council 
Aboriginal 
Corporation*

• Anyinginyi Health 
Aboriginal 
Corporation*

Central 
Australia

• Central Australian 
Aboriginal 
Congress

• Tangentyere
Council

• NPY Women’s 
Council 

• Waltja Tjutangku
Palyapayi
Aboriginal 
Corporation

Table 1  ACCOs status in the NT Quality and Safeguarding process as at September 2018. Services not 
currently delivering NDIS services are indicated with an *

Over the life of this project many ACCOs were engaged and indicated interest in the 
provision of disability services. There were 44 ACCOs that engaged with PIC and a number 
have begun the process of registration and accreditation through the Quality and 
Safeguarding system, with ACCOs represented in each region of the NT. As of September 
2018, 7 have been approved for registration and have engaged in assessment and 7 are 
approved providers for NDIS services. 
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While this outcome demonstrates some of the objectives of this project, it is likely that many ACCOs 
would need external technical assistance over an extended period of time as they develop their capacity 
to achieve and maintain Approved Provider status.  A number of ACCOs are also not currently 
providing services under the NDIS based on a range of reasons but including assessment of viability 
within the current NDIS constraints.  

It is clear that many ACCOs have a keen interest in being involved in disability service provision in the 
remote context but the NDIS needs to embrace more flexibility and sector support if ACCOs are to 
become fully engaged and the NDIS is to become a national scheme that enables the same access and 
outcomes for people living with disability in remote communities.

ACCOs need to be an integral part of the disability sector if NDIS is to deliver better outcomes for 
Aboriginal people living with disability, particularly in the remote context where a disability market 
does not yet exist. ACCOs are well placed to provide culturally appropriate services but there are real 
challenges for them to do this within the current inflexible funding model. The NDIS funding model 
requires them to carry all the risk of market entry into what is essentially a new area of business for 
many of them.  

Photo credit PIC: Three ACCOs took part in 
Communities of Practice project to engage their 
communities more deeply with the NDIS
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A summary of the suite of workshops conducted by PIC from April  2017 – June 2018 is as follows: 

.

Workshops/ forums Dates Number of 
attendees

East Arnhem Service Provider Forum 1 15 June 2017 34

Katherine Innovation Grants Workshop 5 September 2017 13

East Arnhem Service Provider Forum 2 6 September 2017 36

Darwin Innovation Grants Workshop 8 September 2017 31

Alice Springs Innovation Grants Workshop 13 September 2017 22

Tennant Creek Innovation Grants Workshop 14 September 2017 10

Alice Springs Service Provider Forum 26 October 2017 22

Darwin Critical Incidents Response and Service 
Provider Forum

17 November 2017 44

Alice Springs Critical Incidents Response and 
Service Provider Forum

21 November 2017 30

Tennant Creek Critical Incidents Response and 
Service Provider Forum

22 November 2017 17

Katherine Critical Incidents Response and Service 
Provider Forum

7 December 2017 14

NDIS Community of Practice Inception Workshop 21 February 2018 20

Wadeye Service Provider Forum 24 April 2018 25

Darwin Meeting and Exceeding Cultural Safety in 
the Workplace Workshop

18 May 2018 35

Tennant Creek Meeting and Exceeding Cultural 
Safety in the Workplace Workshop

22 May 2018 2

Alice Springs Meeting and Exceeding Cultural 
Safety in the Workplace Workshop

24 May 2018 9

Katherine Meeting and Exceeding Cultural Safety in 
the Workplace Workshop

1 June 2018 17

NDIS Community of Practice Recall Workshop 7 June 2018 26

Stakeholder Workshops
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