
In June 2007, the federal Coalition
government introduced the Northern Territory
Emergency Response legislation, more
commonly known as the NT intervention. The
Labor government has continued this policy
largely unchanged. Among the many powers
the laws gave the government was the right to
compulsorily acquire communities and force
them onto five-year leases. The government
has used this to try to blackmail communities
into signing leases in exchange for basic
services such as housing.

Ampilatwatja, 350 kilometres north-east of
Alice Springs, is one community that has been
forced onto a five-year lease. Despite this, in
mid-2009, no new houses had been built and
even basic maintenance had been neglected:
sewerage was leaking onto the floors in many
of the houses.
The community council had been dismissed

and replaced with a government-imposed shire
administration.
Fed up with the lack of consultation, and

angry at the paternalistic laws that make up the
intervention, in July 2009, the Alyawarr eld-
ers of Ampilatwatja walked out and set up
camp outside the boundaries of the five-year
lease, on their traditional lands.

Donald Thompson explains why the Alyawarr people
of Ampilatwatja walked off their community in
protest against the intervention:

They didn’t like it [the intervention]. Them people been
walk out from that place there. Ampilatwatja. Everyone,
they don’t like that one. Same with the new law, the new
government. That [Whitlam] government was alright for
the Aboriginal people. But I don’t know about these new
people.

Under the NT intervention powers, the federal

government compulsorily acquired the community of
Ampilatwatja, forcing it onto a five-year lease and
dismissing the community council.

They got a five-year lease. That’s when the people
walked off. That’s when they wanted to sit down and talk
a lot. Cos this [protest camp] here is a clear place, you
know? This one right here, open place to sleep. Aboriginal
country this way, you know?
[Aboriginal people] got the county, land from the old

government, before. Land rights. Old Whitlam time, you
know? He gave the country back. And the new [govern-
ment] came along, came with new ideas: five-year lease.
Came for the Aboriginal land.
The five-year leases — Aboriginal people are talking

about how they’re no good. They were all working, before
the intervention. [Community leader] Banjo Morton ran
Ampilatwatja good. The council — Banjo was the boss. He
was working here, running that place good. No problems.
And now, big problems there. The five-year lease, they put
that one there, on top of that Aboriginal land, you know?
That’s why the people walked out.
I don’t know about the five-year lease. I don’t know

what — it’s gonna run out soon. Maybe in two years?
Five-year lease gonna run out. The government might

ask ‘em for 40-year lease. They’re talkin about it. Forty-
year lease. But Banjo said “No.We don’t want it. We don’t
want more lease”. But, everywhere. It happens here, it’s
happening everywhere, that five-year lease. In other places
too. Big places. Like this one. Everywhere.

As part of the intervention, all Aboriginal welfare
recipients had half their income “quarantined” – put
onto Basics cards (“green cards”) that could only be
used at certain shops, and only for certain things.

Alyawarr people speak out against the intervention:

Donald Thompson



They just get money, a little bit of
money, you know? That green card
takes all the money away. Only green
card, alright. Tucker, anything. Shop-
ping anywhere. But not big money.
Only finish. Once. Only a hundred and
something, $150 or something.
And that’s when the people walked

out. That’s the story now. Said “we’re
living around here now”.
We’re not going back. Stopping

here. That’s what the people are talk-
ing about. [If] the green card is still
hanging around there, everywhere,
they won’t go back; they’ll live here.
They walked out, you know? Can’t go
back.
They been making the government

think a little bit.

The elders at the camp get lots of
strength from the knowledge they
have support from around the
country, with Richard Downs’ east

coast speaking tour having
generated a lot of interest – and
donations — from unions and
individuals.

Supporters all around the country,
right around. Chucked in money for
this bore here. They been support us.
Everywhere! Overseas, all around.

Everywhere. Westen Australia,
Queensland, anywhere. South Aus-
tralia, anywhere. They’re talking
about, they’re sorry about the people,
you know?
Forgetting about the law, you

know. Culture. Aboriginal people:
we’re part of this country, we’re not
from somewhere [else]. That’s what
people are talking about. Aboriginal

That’s when the people walked
out. That’s the story now. Said

“we’re living around here now”.
We’re not going back. Stopping
here. That’swhat the people are

talking about ...
They been making the government

think a little bit.



people are not from somewhere else.
We’re from this country.

The policy of welfare
quarantining has brought shame
and humiliation to Aboriginal
communities. Contrary to
common assumptions about the
culture of “welfare dependency”,
the Alyawarr elders, now aged
pensioners, worked all their lives
as rovers, stockhands and
domestic labourers. Donald
proudly says he never received
“sit-down” money. Having
worked all his life, opening up the
interior for the pastoral industry,
he is now subject to the
paternalistic policy that dictates
what he can do with his money.

I get pension now. We’re pension-
ers. We don’t get sit-down money. But

we get green cards. Little bit of money
in the green cards. Everybody, not
only me. All the people. Everybody.

Donald has fond memories of his
days as a drover, despite the harsh
conditions and the fact that often
he worked only for rations,
perhaps topped up with a small s
amount of cash. His skills were
trusted and respected by the
pastoral conpanies.

Yeah, droving days, it was good,
you know? But that man buy ’im
clothes and everything, not us. You
know? That boss bloke. He buy
clothes, trousers, shirt, blanket, any-
thing.
Yeah. That’s when I been working

as a stockman on stations. I been
working at Alexander. Alexander
tablelands, you know? Plains.
I worked there for an engineer.

Working at the dam, I been working,
fill him up, the dam. Make it full. All
night and day, working the pump. Got
40 pound a month.And rations. Every-
thing. The boss bought ’em up from
the station.And when one month work
was done, we got paid. 40 pounds. In
new money it was $80.
Then I was droving at Victoria

River. I got work there for a little
while. Maybe six months or four
months or something. Mustering cat-
tle, branding, everything. I worked for
that fella there, manager. The Gurintji
people. I was with them, at Victoria
River. I been there.
I was droving back, you know,

from there. Drover man go there. A
man from Queensland. He got to go
there, and I got jobs with him then.
But he was a cruel man, that one.

He was rough.We had a bit of a row at
Brunette Downs. Brunette Station.We
had row there. Me and another young
fella. Oh, he [the boss] sacked us, you



know? Sent us away. We got sacked.
We went walking with the swag.
And welfare came along, too. “Oi,

what’s wrong? You two been fall out?
But I can take you two fellas right
back, take you to Limbunya.” Long
way now, the other side of Wave Hill.
Other side. Took us to Limbunya.

In the “welfare days”, Aboriginal
people were used as cheap labour,
and could be sent wherever the
protectors — “welfare” — sent
them.

Welfare days — they just send us
to jobs. We couldn’t pull out. Welfare
could just send you to another job,
take you back again. So, they took me
right back to Limbunya. Got another
lot of cows, another drover man now.
Old Johnny Bloodwood, they called
him. That’s the drover. He was a good
one.

Droving back, come back. That
was 1500 head of cattle. At the end of
the job they gave us 1000 pounds
each!
Johnny Bloodwood, he good one.

We been left him inAllan Springs, left
him there. That good one. One thou-
sand pounds each. Pocket money. He
paid us.
Then I went back to Ali Curang

again. Came back working again, for
welfare. They told me, welfare told me
“You’re going to fly in an airplane to-
morrow”. In a plane. Mail plane.
“You’re going to Anthony Lagoon.”
To get the cows from there.
First time, too. I never rode in a

plane before. I was a little bit scared.
Flew to Anthony Lagoon, to meet

that drover man. That man was good
one. The cows calved you know. They
were too slow, little calves and all.
Drove the little calves and cows.
Walked ’em. We drove the cows back
then caught mail truck. Old days.

I went back up to Tennant Creek
again, working for the municipality. I
was working there for 40 pounds a
fortnight. It was still pounds, that old
money.
But then the new money came out

right there, 1966.
We all got a shock! “Hello! Dol-

lar?” That’s new money there, dollars.
Yeah, that was 1966. That’s a long
time ago, eh? We were young fellas.
I bought a Landrover for 200

pounds. Cheap one, an old make.
Travelled all around with the Lan-
drover.
That’s all, I think. That’s all my

story. All the droving days. I worked
as an engineer. I was working in the
mine too.
[After the equal pay decision] they

all got sit-down money. That was later.
They stopped working and stayed in
the towns.
But me, I never got sit-down

money. I’m a pensioner. �

Support the Alyawarr people’s walk-off

Donate: Alyawarr Inkerr-Wenh Aboriginal
Corporation

BSB 085995 A/C 821104317
NAB Alice Springs branch

For more information:
Visit: interventionwalkoff.wordpress.com

stoptheintervention.org
Email: richard.downs12@gmail.com

Phone:0428 611 169


