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Our Priorities – a summary  
 

 Continue to deliver on the $1.08 billion Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Housing Action Plan and progress planning for the delivery of new housing 
in remote communities. 

 Review the model of health service delivery to identify ways to improve 
health services across the Cape, Torres and Gulf region and close the gap in 
life expectancy between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples. 

 More support for local businesses in State Government procurement 
to help drive jobs growth post COVID-19 and ensure the capabilities of local 
businesses are not overlooked.  

 Embed local business support services in communities to help build 
strong local capacity and provide new training and employment 
opportunities.  

 Transition Weipa to a normal local government so the community has 
the same rights as any other community in Queensland to determine its own 
future.   

 Funding to implement the Queensland Indigenous Waste Strategy to 
ensure Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander councils can address the waste 
and recycling issues they face.   

 Work towards transitioning the Cape, Torres and Gulf to clean energy 
by supporting the decarbonisation of more communities and committing to a 
long term clean energy transition plan.   

 Guarantee the continuation of the Local Fare Scheme to ensure a 
reasonable and affordable standard of access to Cairns continues to exist for 
remote communities.   

 Continue to work with us in the co-design of programs and policies in 
recognition of the role elected local governments play in representing their 
communities.       

 Increase State Government Financial Aid to Indigenous local 
governments so we can continue to deliver essential services and meet the 
standard of service delivery expected. 
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About us 
 
The Torres Cape Indigenous Council Alliance is a membership-based alliance of local 
governments which represents 11 of Queensland’s 16 Indigenous councils, as well as 
Torres Shire Council, Cook Shire Council and Weipa Town Authority.  Centred largely in the 
Torres Strait, Cape and Gulf region, we operate as a collaborative partnership of councils to 
represent the common interests of local governing bodies within the region.  Our members 
are committed to working together with the State and Federal governments to help shape 
place-based responses and solutions to the challenges and opportunities in front of us.  
 
 

 
  

Regional Snapshot  

 131,118 km2 total land area – 13% of Queensland 
 20% of the total land area is National Park – or 25,660 km2  
 29,158 residents – 0.6% of Queensland’s total population 
 65.7% Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander peoples, compared to 4% for whole of 
Queensland  

 71.1% of the population is in the most disadvantaged quintile  
 Up to 20 year gap in health adjusted life expectancy compared to total Queensland 
population 

 100% of the region is Very Remote Australia or Remote Australia 
 $1.476 billion contribution to Queensland’s GRP 
 Major industries include mining, agriculture, public administration, health and education 
 Tourism is a growth industry 
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Priority 1:  Remote Indigenous Housing 
 
The Queensland Government needs to work with communities to deliver 
on commitments under the $1.08 billion Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Housing Action Plan, including the development of place-based 
Local Housing Plans to address land tenure issues, identify land 
availability and progress planning for new sub-divisions, and ensure 
there is a plan for funding trunk infrastructure to support new housing 
developments.  
 
Issue  
 
Indigenous people living in our region face more than a 20-year gap in health adjusted life 
expectancy compared to the total Queensland population.  Access to safe and secure 
houses is critical if the disparity between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and 
the non-Indigenous population is to be closed and lives improved for the long term.  Target 
9 of the National Agreement on Closing the Gap commits Australian governments to 
ensuring that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people can secure appropriate, affordable 
housing and that by 2031, 88 per cent of people will be living in appropriately sized housing.   
 
TCICA welcomed the Palaszczuk Government’s announcement in 2018 of $40 million for 
an interim remote housing program and appreciated the Government’s advocacy to the 
Australian Government for a commitment to match the State’s $1.08 billion investment in 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander housing.   
 
TCICA acknowledges the Morrison Government’s May 2019 election commitment of $105 
million over three years to directly fund Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander local 
governments to deliver housing, but more is needed if the Closing the Gap target is to be 
reached.  The Federal Government’s own Remote Housing Review in 2017 noted that in 
Queensland an additional 1,100 homes will be required by 2028 to address population 
growth and reduce the levels of overcrowding to acceptable levels.   
 

 
Source: Lockhart River Aboriginal Shire Council 
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The Queensland Government’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Housing Action Plan commits 
to establishing place-based Local Housing Plans to empower community decision-making. 
We acknowledge that planning for new housing is required however developing these plans 
is now becoming a matter of urgency as the number community members who are homeless 
or living in severely overcrowded housing remains at crisis point in many communities.   
 
Planning for new sub-divisions and addressing land tenure arrangements must be a critical 
element of the Local Housing Plans if communities are to have choice and control over how 
and where new housing is delivered.  This includes identifying funding sources for the trunk 
infrastructure needed to support the development of new sub divisions.   
 
Recommendations 
 

1. Guarantee that the $1.08 billion in funding for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
housing will not be reallocated to other purposes.   

2. Commit to strong advocacy to the Federal Government to match Queensland’s 
commitment of $1.08 billion.    

3. Commit to a timeframe for the development and delivery of place-based Local 
Housing Plans. 

4. Ensure there is a plan for funding trunk infrastructure to support new housing 
developments both now and into the future.   
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Priority 2:  Health service delivery   
 
The current model of health service delivery in the Cape, Torres and Gulf 
region needs to be addressed to improve health outcomes for local 
people.  The Queensland Government needs to move away from the fly 
in fly out model of service delivery and ensure the funding committed to 
health is actually reaching the people who need it most.   
 
Issue 
 
Despite a move to support more community-controlled health services, service delivery 
across the region is poorly coordinated.  Organisations such as Apunipima Cape York 
Health Council and Northern Queensland PHN are largely based out of Cairns and 
operate fly in fly out models to many communities.   This model of service delivery is not 
improving whole-of-life outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders living in Cape 
York.   
 
According to the Torres and Cape Heath and Hospital Service 2016-2026 Service Plan, 
life expectancy for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous residents is amongst the lowest in 
Queensland, with cancer, heart disease, injury and suicide, and endocrine diseases like 
diabetes being the leading causes of death.   
 
While there are primary hubs at Weipa, Cooktown, Bamaga and Thursday Island, services 
in all other communities are delivered by service partners under a hub and spoke model.  
Specialist services like obstetrics, general medicine, paediatrics, endocrinology and 
psychiatry are provided on a fly in fly out basis.   
 
A forum on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health in our region is needed to bring key 
stakeholders together to discuss the model of health service delivery and get commitments 
from Government and service deliverers to improve outcomes on the ground.  In the 
longer term, access to community and home-based health services needs to be improved, 
as does providing more services closer to home.    
 
Recommendations  
 

1. Commit to holding a regional forum to bring stakeholders together to identify ways to 
improve health service delivery across the Cape, Torres and Gulf region.   
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Priority 3:  State Government procurement 
 
Local businesses must be given every opportunity to participate in 
government-funded procurement opportunities. Government 
procurement needs to properly and fairly assess the capability of local 
suppliers to participate in any procurement process.   
 
Issue 
 
We cannot afford a business as usual approach to restoring business activity in the Cape 
York, Torres Strait and Gulf region following the severe economic impact of COVID-19.  
Government agencies need to better target their procurement activities to ensure every 
opportunity is given to local business, even if it means re-scoping projects so larger contracts 
can be unbundled into smaller packages.   
 
While the Queensland Indigenous Procurement Policy is welcome, there are still many 
businesses missing out on opportunities because not enough research is done on identifying 
or understanding the capacity of local Indigenous businesses.  Business registers such as 
the Black Business Finder and Supply Nation are not reflective of the small business 
environment in the Cape York, Torres Strait and Gulf region and should not be the only 
source of information on business availability.  Local councils can play a key role in 
identifying capable businesses in their communities and help to minimise the practice of 
“black cladding” by non-Indigenous businesses.   
 
Government agencies need to apply a more robust approach to identifying suitable 
Indigenous businesses during the market analysis stage of Government procurement 
contracts under the set-aside approach.  Businesses within the local region should be given 
preference over non-local Indigenous businesses.        
 
Recommendations  
 

1. Commit to increasing Indigenous business access to Queensland Government 
procurement in the Cape York, Torres Strait and Gulf region to 5 per cent of spend 
by 2025 (it is currently 3 percent by 2022).   

2. Where capable Indigenous businesses exist in the region, make it mandatory to 
unbundle large contracts to ensure a select portion of the contract goes directly to an 
Indigenous business.    

3. Preference local Indigenous businesses over non-local Indigenous businesses when 
applying the set-aside approach to procurement.  
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Priority 4:  Local business support services  
 
Business and economic development support services need to be 
embedded in communities to provide more intensive support to local 
businesses.  Evidence shows that were these services are available and 
accessible on the ground, local people are able to establish sustainable 
and profitable local businesses.   
 
Issue 
 
While there are many great ideas and opportunities for innovative new businesses, local 
access to business advice and support services for start-ups in remote areas is virtually non-
existent and is stifling economic growth and job opportunities. Initiatives like Indigenous 
Business Australia can help improve outcomes in regional cities but are limited in focus 
when it comes to facilitating business opportunities in remote areas. They also rely on 
potential business operators first knowing where to find help, which is often the challenge 
for people in remote communities with limited or even no access to digital technologies.   
 
Some Councils have been successful in diversifying their economies and addressing high 
unemployment through the enhancement, attraction and support of local businesses.  
Locally-delivered services include helping businesses to manage their financial resources, 
assisting with administrative functions, and ensuring local business operators understand 
how to meet their tax obligations and other regulatory requirements.  This is helping to build 
strong local capacity and provide new training and employment opportunities for young 
people.   
   

“In just four years, we have gone from two 100% indigenous owned Lockhart 
businesses with machinery to seven, and now you have a whole cooperative of 
small business owners who have formed a civil construction team who are our 
preferred suppliers on the Council list. As they are local and going to be judged 
on their work every day, their standard is way above average.” 

 
Cr Wayne Butcher, Mayor, Lockhart River Aboriginal Shire Council 

 
Recommendations 
 

1. Commit to establishing a program to fund Councils to manage and deliver local 
business development and support services in their communities.   

2. Appoint a member to the Queensland Small Business Advisory Council who works 
and lives in the Cape York, Torres Strait or Gulf region to represent the interests of 
remote small businesses.   

3. Ensure the Queensland Small Business Strategy considers the unique needs of rural 
and remote small businesses, including identifying practical ways of supporting the 
development and growth of businesses.    

4. Review the Advancing Indigenous Business initiative to better recognise the 
challenges faced by remote Indigenous businesses.   
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Priority 5:  Transition of Weipa to a normal local government  
 
Weipa is integral to the entire Cape, Torres and Gulf region and is a key 
economic driver for the whole of Far North Queensland, the State and the 
Australian economy.  The Queensland Government must commit to a 
transition plan for Weipa to become a normal local government so that 
the Weipa community is no longer disadvantaged by its ineligibility for 
government-funded infrastructure programs and its reliance on Rio Tinto 
to provide infrastructure for a town that benefits many other industries. 
 
Issue 
 
Weipa has grown to become a significant economic hub for the Cape York region since its 
establishment as a mining town in the mid-60s.  The community is also an important 
service and employment hub for the Western Cape communities of Mapoon, Napranum 
and Aurukun.  Weipa Town Authority’s involvement in TCICA is a great demonstration of 
the integral it plays in the region and the willingness of Weipa to help grow strong and 
resilient communities right across Cape York.   

 
However, it is clear that the historical governance arrangements of Weipa are no longer fit 
for purpose, particularly as Rio Tinto focusses its attention away from Weipa and south to 
Amrun.  Whilst mining will remain a key economic driver for many years, industries like 
construction, fishing, agriculture, tourism, and health services are also drivers, reflecting 
the move away from mining towards a more diversified economy.  According to the latest 
Census, the mining industry employs less than half of the working age population.   
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Weipa is no longer a “company town” and must now have the same rights as any other 
community in Queensland to determine its own future.  The full potential of Weipa will not 
be realised until the community can participate more appropriately in the local government 
affairs of the region and play a proper role in its ongoing development.   

 
Weipa is identified in the Cape, Torres and Gulf Opportunities Plan as a key growth cluster 
with one of the largest opportunities for future development that can be strategically 
leveraged by smaller local government areas in a way that will bring long term benefits to 
the region as a whole.   Normalising Weipa is vital to achieving the vision of the 
opportunities plan.   
 
Weipa has to be included in all future government policy and planning decisions, and must 
be able to gain access to the full range of programs available to other local governments to 
help meet our economic, cultural and environmental objectives.  Queensland Government 
programs such as the Transport Infrastructure Development Scheme and Works for 
Queensland are extremely important to all councils and are instrumental in our ability to 
provide much needed public and community infrastructure.   

 
Recommendations 
 

1. Commit to a plan and timeline for the transition of Weipa to a normal local 
government.   
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Priority 6:  Queensland Indigenous Waste Strategy 
 
The Queensland Government will need to provide financial support to 
Councils for the implementation of the Queensland Indigenous Waste 
Strategy and regional waste management plans to ensure Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander councils can address the waste and recycling 
issues they face.   
 
Issue  
 
TCICA welcomes the development of a Queensland Indigenous Waste Strategy (QIWS) as 
a pathway to sustainable waste management solutions and as a guide for the development 
of regional waste management plans.   
 
The strategy acknowledges that tailored waste management solutions are necessary if we 
are to address the unique challenges that remote communities face.  The development of 
regional waste management plans will identify innovative ways to transition out of inefficient 
waste management processes and towards new systems that promote better economic, 
social and environmental outcomes.   
 
The QIWS identifies a number of waste reduction and recycling targets to be achieved by 
2050, including keeping 90 per cent of waste out of landfills.  It includes a range of 
deliverables including those aimed at promoting regional coordination, creating economic 
opportunities, improving waste collection processes and meeting regulatory compliance 
requirements.  
 
Councils are expected to be active partners in delivering on the QIWS, however funding will 
be required if the QIWS is to be successfully implemented, including funding to develop 
regional waste management plans.  While we understand the regional plan for the Torres 
Strait and Northern Peninsula region has been funded, a commitment needs to be made to 
funding the development of the remaining plans for regional clusters of councils.    
 
Funding will also be required to implement the actions and recommendations in plans if 
measurable outcomes are to be achieved.   
 
Recommendations  

1. Commit to funding the development of regional waste management plans for the 
remaining regional clusters of councils. 

2. Commit to partnering with Councils to implement the actions and recommendations 
in the regional waste management plans through the provision of funding, support 
and technical advice as required.   
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Priority 7:  Clean energy transition 
 
The Cape, Torres and Gulf region’s reliance on diesel-generated power 
needs to be addressed if we are to achieve regional resilience.  While 
some councils are benefiting from solar installations and unique hybrid 
systems to help drive down energy costs, a whole-of-region strategy is 
needed to identify long term solutions to addressing energy security and 
affordability, and environmental sustainability.     
 
Issue 
 
Energy generation within the Cape, Torres and Gulf region is largely provided by isolated 
systems which are not connected to the national grid, and in many cases are reliant on 
diesel generated power.  The only area covered by the regional and national electricity 
distribution network extends into the south-east corner of the region into Cook Shire 
(servicing Cooktown through to Lakeland) and the Wujal Wujal and Hope Vale Aboriginal 
Shire councils.   
 
The cost of electricity provision in the TCICA region is very high, largely due to diesel supply 
costs and maintenance of Ergon Energy’s diesel powered stations. In 2017 the cost of 
replacing generators at Aurukun and on Mer Island alone was reported to be $3 million, with 
another $2 million in costs to maintain fuel tanker unloading points in the Torres Strait.   
 
Some commercial-scale renewable energy resources exist in the region including the 
Lakeland Solar and Storage Farm and the Weipa Solar Farm. At the community level, 
government and council buildings in Lockhart River were hooked up to solar power through 
the installation of a 200 kW rooftop solar farm and battery system.  Solar panels have been 
installed on council buildings in Mapoon, with more rooftop solar and some battery storage 
to follow.  Pormpuraaw and Northern Peninsula Area will also benefit under the 
Government’s $3.6 million commitment to decarbonise remote Indigenous communities.  
 

 
Source: Pormpuraaw Aboriginal Shire Council 
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There are strong aspirations to continue to move away from diesel powered generation and 
towards renewable energy resources that will directly benefit communities by creating power 
savings and reducing carbon emissions.   The wider benefits of transitioning to renewable 
energy also need to be considered, including opportunities for employment and community-
owned renewable energy.   
 
Recommendation 
 

1. Commit further funding to the decarbonising remote Indigenous communities 
program to increase the penetration of sustainable and renewable energy in the 
region.   

2. Support the development of a clean energy transition strategy to identify long term 
solutions to addressing energy security and affordability, and environmental 
sustainability.  
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Priority 8:  Local Fare Scheme 
 
Continuation of the Local Fare Scheme is vital if communities are to 
remain connected to health, education and training services, and 
maintain cultural and social connections.  Funding certainty beyond June 
2021 is needed so local people can plan their travel and capture the most 
benefit from the scheme. 
 
Issue 
 
Since being reinstated and expanded in 2015, the Local Fare Scheme has helped to improve 
the standard of living in remote parts of the Cape, Torres Strait and Gulf region by facilitating 
greater access to health, education, employment, recreation and community services by 
local residents.  Importantly, the scheme is also helping to keep families connected to culture 
and tradition by providing affordable travel options for people to attend significant events 
and activities in Cairns.   
 
One in five families in many communities in the region are low income, earning less than 
$33,800 per year according to the Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas. Without the subsidy, 
air travel for these families would be cost prohibitive.  For example, it would cost a family of 
four nearly $5,000 for a return journey from Darnley (Erub) Island in the Torres Strait to 
Cairns, and around $3,200 for a family of four to travel from Mornington Island to Cairns and 
return. 
 
Cape, Torres and Gulf communities are also significantly disadvantaged during the summer 
wet season when access by road is impossible for months on end.  Life for many would 
grind to a halt without regular and affordable air services between communities, impacting 
employment, health and education and opportunities for social and family engagement.    
 
The Queensland Government must continue the Local Fare Scheme to ensure a reasonable 
standard of access to Cairns continues to exist for remote communities, and commit to 
funding the scheme for at least four years in its next Budget.  This commitment will ensure 
people living in remote areas of Far North Queensland do not lose their lifeline to crucial 
services and family connections.   
 
It would be a huge disadvantage to the economic and social wellbeing of communities 
across Cape York, the Torres Strait and Gulf region if the scheme was to be discontinued.   
 
Recommendations 
 

1. Commit to funding the Local Fare Scheme for at least four years in the next State 
Budget. 
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Priority 9:  Co-design of programs and policies 
 
Genuine partnerships with local governments in the co-design of models 
to enhance local and regional decision-making in remote and discrete 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.   
 
Issue 
 
As elected members, local councils are best placed to work with the Queensland and 
Australian Governments to represent the needs and interests of our people and help develop 
and deliver place-based responses and solutions to the challenges and opportunities in front 
of us.  We are sophisticated organisations that have the capability and capacity to provide 
community, social, economic, infrastructure and environmental services on par with other 
local governments across Queensland.   
 
Non-elected third parties from outside of our communities have no authority to speak on 
behalf of us or represent our views.  These organisations seek to take decision-making away 
from local communities by putting it into the hands of a single controlling organisation with 
a board of non-elected directors.  We will no longer accept non-elected third parties making 
decisions on our behalf and dictating our future to us.   
 
TCICA stands ready to work with the Queensland Government to achieve better social, 
cultural and economic outcomes for our communities and seeks an assurance that you will 
work with us to co-design policies and programs to improve health and education, provide 
real employment opportunities for local people, support businesses, and diversify the 
regional economy.   

 
Recommendations 
 

1. Recognise the role that elected local governments play in representing their 
communities. 

2. Involve local governments as partners at the table in the co-design of place-based 
programs and policies for our communities.   
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Priority 10:  State Government Financial Aid  
 
Increase support to Indigenous councils to help them meet rising wage 
and salary costs so that they can continue to deliver essential Local 
Government services to their communities.   
 
Issue 
 
Indigenous local governments across the Torres Strait, Cape York and Gulf region of Far 
North Queensland deliver a wide range of services to their communities, such as aged care, 
health, social welfare, land and sea management, infrastructure, recreation and community 
services.   But while we plan to operate services as economically and efficiently as possible, 
balancing the cost of service delivery with the standard of service aimed for is challenged 
by scarce resources and the hugely increased cost of doing business in remote locations. 
 
All TCICA members actively seek to drive best practice and process efficiency to meet 
community expectations, however the opportunity to transform the way we operate is 
hindered by an inability to sufficiently levy rates and charges to generate own-source 
revenue.  While we appreciate support through the State Government Financial Aid scheme, 
the value of the scheme continues to be eroded by the ever-increasing costs of salary and 
wages and the need to employ new staff.   
 
Increasing State Government Financial Aid will help us to manage these costs and retain 
staff, and support new employment and training opportunities for local people.   
 
Recommendations 
 

1. Commit to increasing State Government Financial Aid by 10 per cent.   
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Demography and Society of the TCICA Region 
 
 
42.9% of residents are aged 24 or under.  This is significantly greater than Queensland at 32.7%.  
The median age is 29.1, compared to Queensland at 37.3.  Nearly 65% of the population is 
working age (15-64), which is on par with Queensland. 17.9% of people are on Newstart Allowance 
(5.9% for Queensland). 
 
 
44% of people speak a language other than English at home, compared to 12% for the whole of 
Queensland.   
 
 
7.7% of households are multiple family households (1.8% for Queensland).  73.8% of occupied 
private dwellings are rented (34.2% for Queensland).  Nearly 390 people per 10,000 persons are 
homeless, compared to 45.6 per 10,000 persons for whole of Queensland.   
 
 
Cook Shire, Torres Shire and Weipa have the highest number of people with a Bachelor degree 
or higher, reflecting the significant public sector and mining industries.  14.5% have engineering 
and related technologies qualifications and 10.9% have management and commerce 
qualifications.  8.3% have education qualifications.   
 
 
Weipa has the highest median total family income, followed by Torres Shire and Cook Shire.  
Weipa’s median family income at $144,404 per year.  37.4% of people in Weipa report a total 
family income of more than $156,000 per year.  This is significantly higher than for Queensland 
as a whole (15.3%).   
 
 
Across the region, the median total personal income is $25,023 per year and the median total 
family income is $61,296 per year.  The region experiences an unemployment rate of over 25% 
(excluding Aurukun due to data being unavailable). Pormpuraaw and Kowanyama have the highest 
unemployment rates – both above 55%.    
 
 
Most communities are in the most disadvantaged quintile when measured against the Socio-
Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA).  Only people living in Weipa are in the least disadvantaged 
quintile.   
 
 
The region experiences 2.2 times the rate of reported offences compared to Queensland as a 
whole.    
 
 
Across the region there are 14 police stations, 16 ambulance stations, 2 fire stations, 18 schools 
and 36 hospitals.   
 
 
The burden of disease for people living in the Torres Strait, Cape and Gulf region is significantly 
higher than for the Queensland average.  Rates of diabetes are 4 times higher, and incidences of 
coronary heart disease, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, are all two times higher.  
 

Source: Queensland Government Statisticians Office, Queensland Regional Profile for TCICA Region (custom region), 
August 2020; TorresHealth   
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Our Members 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

  
   

 


