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Excerpt 1: C.E. Reseigh’s letter (1 June 1965)
65/3177
The Director-General,
Department of Social Services,
CANBERRA. A.C.T.
Northern Territory – Arbitration Hearing on Aboriginal wages in the cattle industry
The question of bringing Aboriginal workers in the Northern Territory cattle industry under the normal award applying to the industry is currently the subject of a hearing before the Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission. The North Australian Workers’ Union has applied to the Commission for deletion of the provisions from the Cattle Station Industry (Northern Territory) Award which define and exclude Aborigines (and domestics) from its operation. The Commonwealth proposes to intervene in the hearing under Section 36(1) of the Conciliation and Arbitration Act.
2. In general, it is thought that the effect of immediate application of award wages to Aborigines could be a substantial reduction in Aboriginal employment. The question could therefore arise of paying normal unemployment benefit to unemployed Aborigines who remain on the cattle station. This matter was discussed with Mr. Prowse in the course of preparing a submission to Cabinet on Aboriginal wage policy and it was advised then that under present provisions of the Social Services Act (Section 107) Aborigines unemployed on cattle stations would not be considered to be taking reasonable steps to obtain work and would consequently not qualify for unemployment benefits. This Department also doubted whether, in the interests of the Aborigines themselves, they should be put in a position to receive unemployment benefit while they remained on a cattle station.
3. Mr. A.E. Woodward, Counsel engaged for the Commonwealth in connection with the Cattle Station Industry (Northern Territory) Award hearing, has asked for a statement on the payment of social service benefits to Aborigines with particular reference to the payment of unemployment benefit to Aborigines disemployed on cattle stations as the result of the application of award rates. It would be appreciated if you could arrange for the preparation of such a statement which could, if necessary, be placed before the Commission for its information. It is suggested that the statement might cover, inter alia,
The extension of social services benefits to Aborigines in 1960;
Any qualifications or exceptions to this extension and manner of implementing them;
The conditions of payment of benefits to persons in institutions including the basis and manner of institutional payments to Aborigines on missions, settlements and pastoral properties;
Payment of child endowment, including the prospective situation as Government maintenance reimbursement payments cease (paragraph (2)(c) of Cabinet Decision No. 948 of 11th May, 1965 refers);
Payment of unemployment benefits to disemployed Aborigines on cattle stations and the situation in general with unemployed persons in outback areas where Commonwealth Employment Service offices or agencies are a considerable distance from the point of residence. What administrative discretions are involved e.g. would a distinction be made between single persons and married men with families in requiring movement to alternative employment?
4. As this information is required in the first instance, to brief Counsel for the hearing, it would be appreciated if it could be provided by Tuesday 8th June for passing to Counsel in the same week.
(C.E. Reseigh)
For Secretary
Excerpt 2: H.J. Goodes letter (4 June 1965)
A.55(21)/4316
The Secretary,
Department of Territories,
CANBERRA. A.C.T.

Subject: Northern Territory – Arbitration Hearing on Aboriginal Wages in the Cattle Industry.
Reference: Your memorandum 65/3177 of 1st June, 1965.

Attached is a statement setting out the eligibility of Aborigines for Social Service benefits following the amendments to the Social Service Act in 1959. The statement also explains the methods of payment adopted for the various categories of aboriginal pensioners and beneficiaries and covers the information requested in (i), (ii) and (iii) of your paragraph 3.
Child endowment is payable to aboriginal mothers on cattle stations. For the convenience of the endowees and to facilitate administration, payment is made through the pastoral management. The cessation of maintenance payments would not affect this position.
As to unemployment benefit, this Department does not wish to pre-determine any individual claims that may be made but the general position is that unemployed Aborigines on cattle stations would be unable to satisfy the conditions of section 107 of the Social Services Act while they remained on the properties – i.e. they would not be regarded as having taken reasonable steps to obtain work.
In the event of the unemployed Aborigines leaving the station properties and coming into townships where there are reasonable work opportunities, they would be required to register for employment with the District Agent of the Commonwealth Employment Service and also to seek work themselves. If no suitable work was available and they were qualified in other respects, i.e. capable of and willing to work, they would, on a strict interpretation of the Act, be eligible for unemployment benefit.
An influx of unemployed Aborigines into the townships of the Territory would no doubt be a matter of concern to the N.T. Administration. This Department questions whether unemployment benefit should be used to meet (or perpetuate) situations of this kind.
If the unemployed Aborigines were transferred to Government Settlements or to Missions they would be in a similar position to Aborigines who remained on the Cattle Stations – i.e., they would be remote from employment opportunities and could not be accepted as having taken reasonable steps to obtain work. In the States, able-bodied Aborigines in similar situations are the responsibility of the State Governments and it may be considered that in the Northern Territory they should be the responsibility of the N.T. Administration.

(H.J. Goodes)
Director-General.

Note
A copy of this correspondence has been forwarded to the Director, Adelaide, for his information.
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