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Accurate, reliable and timely information is vital to effective decision-making in 
almost every aspect of human endeavour, whether it be undertaken by 
individuals, community organizations, businesses or governments. It is an 
essential component of any effort to persuade individuals, businesses or 
governments to make different decisions from the ones which they might make in 
the absence of particular pieces of information. And it is an integral part of any 
attempt to hold those who make decisions accountable for the consequences of 
the decisions which they make.   
 
In the absence of accurate, reliable and timely information, people and 
organizations will make bad decisions; they will be unable to help or persuade 
others to make better decisions; and no-one will be able to ascertain whether the 
decisions made by particular individuals or organizations were the best ones that 
could have been made at the time. 
 
In short, information is a source of influence and power. That is why authoritarian 
governments seek to control access to information. Open, enlightened societies 
do not have ‘Ministries of Information’; rather, they put in place procedures (such 
as ‘freedom of information’ legislation) which attempt to prevent governments 
from restricting access to information. 
 
Not all information can be summarized in numerical forms (what are commonly 
called data). And data (such as weights, volumes, counts, and monetary values) 
cannot capture every aspect of individual, business or government activity. But it 
is a truism that ‘what gets measured gets valued’; and that what is not, or cannot 
be, measured tends to be ignored. 
 
The scope of what can be measured and enumerated in the form of data is 
widening almost continuously, not least as a result of advances in information 
technology. Two of the more obvious examples of this are in sport and health 
care. The variety and volume of data on athlete or player performance available 
to coaches, spectators, officials and players or athletes themselves has 
mushroomed in recent years, changing the way in which athletes and players are 
evaluated and trained. Likewise the ability to measure and calibrate in much finer 
detail patients’ breathing, blood flow and other physiological and psychological 
responses has dramatically changed the way in which illnesses are treated. 
 
In the business sector it is becoming increasingly common – some might say 
essential – to extract and analyse minutely detailed information about customer 
behaviour, and about the profitability of individual products or services, points of 
sale and business units or even individual employees – in pursuit of goals such as 
market share, productivity or profit. 
 
Rising expectations – including the growing expectation that those entrusted with 
scarce resources (such as public funds) have to demonstrate that they have used 
them wisely, for the purposes for which they were provided (that is, to be 
accountable for their use – have also contributed to an increasing demand for 
data. 
 
From a development or poverty alleviation perspective, as the World Bank puts it,  
 

“Statistics are crucial in the fight against poverty. They are the essential 
starting point, telling us how many people live below the poverty line in 
developing countries, how social, economic and environmental conditions 
differ throughout regions, what infrastructure, health and education 
services are lacking across the world. 
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Statistics also tell us how successful policies designed to alleviate poverty 
are: whether maternal mortality has decreased through investment in 
health care; whether more children are attending school through increases 
in teacher training; whether fewer people are starving through the 
implementation of focussed agricultural projects for example. They reveal if 
our goals are achievable and if our strategies are on track. They alert us 
when we need to modify development programs and re-direct resources”1. 

 
Accurate, reliable and timely statistics are similarly essential to programs aimed 
at alleviating poverty, deprivation and marginalisation of Indigenous 
communities, in Australia and elsewhere. The explicit exclusion of Indigenous 
inhabitants from statistical collections such as the Census prior to 1968 was, 
arguably, part of a broader pattern of exclusion of Indigenous communities from 
full participation in Australian life.  
 
And although the Australian Bureau of Statistics, in particular, has for many years 
sought assiduously to collect and publish statistical information relating to 
Australia’s Indigenous inhabitants, explicitly seeking to involve Indigenous people 
and communities in the gathering and use of statistics2, there are numerous gaps 
in essential information – particularly at the regional or local level – and the 
accuracy and validity of the data is widely questioned, undermining its relevance 
to decision-making and program evaluation. 
 
As John Taylor of the Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research at the 
Australian National University points out, 
 

“there appears to be a growing mismatch between the broad direction that 
Indigenous affairs policy is taking – focussing effort on partnerships with 
specific regions, communities and even families – and the availability of 
information (except from the five-yearly census) at these detailed levels … 
Today, what is framed by government as a new partnership approach 
exists in Indigenous affairs in Australia, but invariably the statistical basis 
for assessing its effectiveness is lacking”3. 

 
The inadequacy of existing statistics regarding Indigenous populations extends to 
the most basic question of how may Indigenous people there are in particular 
locations. In Tasmania, for example, census statistics (which suggest that a 
higher proportion of that State’s population is of Indigenous origin than of any 
other jurisdiction except the Northern Territory) are widely believed (including by 
prominent representatives of the Indigenous community) to over-state the 
number of persons of Aboriginal descent. Conversely, in the Shepparton district 
census statistics are widely believed to under-state the size of the local 
Indigenous community4. In such circumstances it is almost impossible for 
discussions about the effectiveness of programs aimed at improving Indigenous 
education or health outcomes, or increasing Indigenous participation in the labour 
market, not to be undermined by doubts about the reliability of data. 

                                          
1 Shaida Badiee (Director, Development Group), Building Statistical Capacity to Monitor 
Development Progress, The World Bank, 2005. 
2 M. Walter, ‘Collection and Disaggregation of Data Concerning Indigenous People: An 
Australian Perspective’, Workshop on Data Collection and Disaggregation for Indigenous 
Peoples (New York, 19-21 January 2004), PF11/2002/WS.1/9. 
3 John Taylor,  ‘Indigenous Peoples and Indicators of Well-Being: An Australian Perspective 
on UNPFII Global Frameworks’, Meeting on Indigenous Peoples and Indicators of Well-
Being (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Ottawa, 22-23 March 
2006), p. 8. 
4 Personal conversation with Paul Briggs, Director of the Koori Research and Information 
Centre, Shepparton, 23rd March 2006. 
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And yet the availability of accurate, timely and reliable data – data which is 
accepted without question as such by all stakeholders - could do so much to 
inform discussion about the effectiveness or otherwise of such programs, or about 
the design of alternative programs where existing ones have been shown to have 
been ineffective, and to build persuasive arguments for making strategic 
investments in new programs. 
 
As but a simple example, if there were a widely accepted estimate of the number 
of Indigenous people of working age (15-65) in the Shepparton area, of the 
number of those who were in paid employment, and of their average 
remuneration, it would be possible to calculate the benefit to the broader 
community (for example in terms of the net increase in purchasing power) of a 
program designed to increase the employment rate of Indigenous inhabitants 
towards that of the community as a whole.  
 
Suppose that of the 2,500 Indigenous inhabitants estimated by the Shepparton 
Koori Research and Information Centre to be living in the district, 1,500 are of 
working age and that of them 300 or 20% are thought to be in paid employment 
earning an average of $30,000 per annum. Raising this number to 915 or 61%, 
roughly in line with the national average, at the same average income (which is 
well below the national average) would thus inject an additional $27½mn (gross) 
into the broader Shepparton community each year. 
 
Similarly, accurate information on Indigenous housing occupancy would enable 
calculations to be made of the net community benefit (for example by way of rent 
payments to local landlords) of narrowing the readily observable wide gap 
between the number of Indigenous residents per dwelling and that of the broader 
community. 
 
Such information would materially assist in making decisions about the ‘return’ on 
any public (or private) funds devoted to improving employment or housing 
outcomes for Indigenous citizens, and subsequently in evaluating the 
effectiveness of such programs.  
 
However it is impossible to have a conversation among stakeholders on the basis 
of mutually understood and accepted data at present because it simply does not 
exist.  That partly reflects the (to some extent understandable) wariness of 
Indigenous people in providing accurate information about themselves and their 
families to government agencies; and it partly reflects the lack of importance 
attached to collecting such data by government agencies themselves. 
 
To be useful in identifying the extent of problems or the effectiveness of 
programs designed to deal with them, data has to be collected and assembled in 
a transparent, rigorous fashion, in accordance with established sampling and 
other statistical procedures and free of any suggestion of pre-determined bias. 
There is no point in collecting data and publishing data if it is open to suggestions 
of being derived from samples which are too small, or using processes which 
have been queried or discredited, so that subsequent argument revolves around 
the integrity of the data itself rather than the problem which it is intended to 
enumerate.   
 
On the other hand, it is also essential that the way in which data are collected,  
assembled and published respects Indigenous sensitivities, not least so as to 
ensure that Indigenous people understand the purposes for which the data is 
being collected and willingly provide accurate answers to data collectors.  
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In that sense, as John Taylor notes, ‘the real challenge for statisticians is how to 
achieve measurement whilst respecting (and incorporating) the cultural integrity 
of the subjects’5. 
 
In summary, accurate, timely and reliable data cannot by themselves solve 
problems of Indigenous disadvantage and detachment (or any other problem). 
But it is impossible to imagine how those problems can be solved – or indeed, the 
commitment and resources required to solve them can be marshalled - without it.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 

                                          
5 John Taylor, op. cit., p. 15. 
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