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In recent years there has been exponential growth in the number of external service delivery agencies; particularly non government organisations, research institutions and private contractors delivering programs in remote communities in Northern Australia. Most of these are delivered as ‘fly in fly out’ services. 

National initiatives such as Closing the Gap and the Northern Territory Emergency Response have resulted in increased accountability requirements and a concomitant growth in external evaluation activity. As a result evaluation has increasingly become another “fly in fly out” activity imposed on communities.

This presentation describes the realities of conducting evaluation in remote Aboriginal communities and reflects on the extent to which increasing evaluation activity is contributing to the disempowerment and disadvantage of Aboriginal people and communities. 

The capacity of local people to participate meaningfully in external evaluation activities or to conduct internal evaluation activity is low.  Often community members and local service providers have low levels of knowledge about the programs being conducted in their community, particularly when many are often short lived and delivered by unknown groups.  

Realistically it is impossible for an evaluator flying in and out of a community in three days (or less) to gather quality information. Effective evaluation in communities is dependent on (1) existing relationships with the community or (2) the support of a local liaison person (or people) with a good understanding of what the evaluator is trying to achieve, the benefits the evaluation can provide for the community and good communication skills and relationships with people who can provide information.  

In general, these external evaluations are conducted on individual programs and there is little evidence of synthesis and sharing of evaluation learnings within and between agencies. In many cases evaluation activities being conducted are at best superficial and at worst damaging. The presenters will lead a discussion about steps evaluators can take to ensure our evaluation activity in Aboriginal communities leads to improved services and programs and does not further disempower Aboriginal people. 

The presentation authors, Nea Harrison, Diane Walker, Gwen Paterson-Walley and Lynette O’Donogue have worked extensively in Aboriginal communities in the NT for many years . Nea runs Pandanus Evaluation & Planning Services, Dianne is Capacity Development Officer for the Lowitja Institute, Gwen is Aboriginal Employment and Career Development Officer with the Dept for Health and Families and Lynette is Quality Improvement Facilitator and researcher with the Menzies School of Health Research.
