
   

 

THE GOVERNMENT OF NORFOLK ISLAND 

 
 

 

Open Letter to the Prime Minister 
 

Norfolk Island Chief Minister André Nobbs has released the text of an open letter sent on 5 

February 2010 to the Prime Minister, the Hon Kevin Rudd MP: 

 

Dear Prime Minister 

 

I previously wrote to you on 16 September 2009, regarding my concern at the ineffectiveness 

of the current formula for dealing with important issues in the intergovernmental relations 

between the Commonwealth and Norfolk Island. I highlighted in that letter delays and 

inaction concerning implementation of governance and accountability improvements which 

have been jointly agreed, together with continuing inadequate consultation and 

communication procedures.  

 

Members of the Norfolk Island Government receive constant representations about the 

relationships between our two jurisdictions, many of which relate to the slow progress on 

achieving the transparency and accountability measures to which both governments 

committed during our current parliamentary terms. In the circumstances, I am writing to 

you again asking for your personal intervention to achieve progress on a range of important 

matters affecting Norfolk Island governance. In a recent radio statement I advised the 

Norfolk Island community that I had waited over four months for a reply from you and 

committed myself to writing once again and making the correspondence available to our 

community. I am therefore treating this communication as an open letter, and would be 

happy to equally publicise your response if that is your wish.   

 

My open letter was in final draft stages when I received a brief letter from the Minister for 

Home Affairs, the Hon Brendan O’Connor MP, purporting to deal with the issues raised in 

my earlier correspondence to you. Attached to Minister O’Connor’s letter was what appears 

to be a hastily-prepared schedule giving brief information on some outstanding matters, 

including issues on which responses have been overdue for two years or more. 

Unfortunately, Minister O’Connor’s advice raised many more questions than it answered.  

 

For instance, Minister O’Connor stated “The Norfolk Island Government and community can 

expect consultation on the financial framework, changes to the Legislative Assembly, changes to the 

legislative process and changes to the electoral system to occur over the coming months”.  This is at 

odds with the Australian Government’s advice to the Norfolk Island community in an open 

letter from former Minister for Home Affairs, the Hon Bob Debus MP in May 2008, which 

stated: “The Australian Government intends to amend the Norfolk Island Act 1979 to reform the 

voting system for the Norfolk Island Assembly and provide more certainty about when elections are 

held. Consultation about specific electoral reform measures will be undertaken in the coming year. 
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The amendments will be introduced after the next Norfolk Island election, giving enough time for 

every Norfolk Island voter to understand them”.  

 

Prime Minister, some nine months after that commitment, there has been absolutely no 

consultation with the Norfolk Island community or government about the Commonwealth’s 

proposals. You will understand the sensitivity of this issue, given the very negative local 

reaction to the last range of electoral changes imposed unilaterally by the federal Parliament 

in 2004, which had the effect of disenfranchising many Islanders who had lived here 

lawfully for decades and also prevented many Residents from standing for election. These 

changes were in direct conflict with the recommendations of the Legislative Assembly Select 

Committee on Electoral and Governance Issues, and were imposed without consultation 

with our community. It would appear that your government is again heading down that 

track, with proposals for changes in preparation without any explanation or consultation 

with those most directly affected – Norfolk Islanders themselves. This situation is 

unacceptable to the Norfolk Island Government and people.   

 

There has also been no consultation, as had been promised, in relation to the suggestions for 

a new financial framework. Despite this, the Administration of Norfolk Island is currently in 

the process of changing its budgeting and financial reporting systems to comply with 

International Financial Reporting Standards. The Administration has continued to inform 

the Attorney-General’s Department on the progress made and has sought early consultation 

to synchronise these changes but has had no response.  We also sought early 

implementation of the joint agreement for the Australian National Audit Office to assume 

responsibility for financial, programme and performance auditing from the start of the 

2009/10 financial year. Your government has now advised that this change cannot be made 

until at least next financial year, which in our view has delayed the availability of data to 

inform further improvements to Norfolk Island financial management and systems.   

 

While there has been a little progress on some of the reforms relating to transparency and 

accountability since I last wrote to you, in other areas there has been ongoing deterioration 

in our mutual relationship.  

 

For example, the Minister for Home Affairs has advised that the Commonwealth will not at 

this stage take part in the re-establishment of a joint Commonwealth/Norfolk Island task 

force to consider and advise on a range of issues relating to revenues and the financial 

relationship between the two jurisdictions. On a number of occasions since October 2008, the 

Norfolk Island Government has proposed the reconvening of the joint task force (which 

under the previous government included Commonwealth officials from Treasury, 

Department of Finance and the Australian Taxation Office). Minister O’Connor wishes to 

reserve his options on this matter until after Commonwealth consideration of the Henry 

Report on taxation, however we believe that Norfolk Island revenue issues were not part of 

that study and wish to proceed with the task force at the earliest possible time.  

 

The task force was instrumental in the wide-ranging financial and fiscal reforms in Norfolk 

Island in 2006, which saw the introduction of a broad-based consumption tax and the 

abolition of several existing indirect taxes. We valued the input of the Commonwealth 

agencies into this process, and believe that a similar arrangement could help to deal with 

reform of the existing fiscal relationship between the Commonwealth and Norfolk Island, as 

agreed early in 2009 between myself and the former Minister for Home Affairs.  
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We see this as particularly important, given the continual drain on our economy by the large 

imbalance between Australian taxes levied on Norfolk Island compared with the much 

smaller Commonwealth expenditure in our jurisdiction. As a government, we have raised 

this matter in writing with several of your ministerial colleagues over past months, but have 

received neither acknowledgement nor response on this significant issue. The net outflow of 

capital from Norfolk Island has resulted over many years in insufficient investment in 

infrastructure and capital works, to the current point where many important infrastructure 

projects cannot be funded. In this context, the Norfolk Island Government sought observer 

status at the Council of Australian Governments, but this request was rejected by your 

government.  

 

The Norfolk Island Government acknowledges that the current taxation system in Norfolk 

Island is different from that which applies in some other parts of Australia. However, we are 

not unique in that regard, since the Commonwealth currently provides differential taxation 

systems for remote areas, external territories, diplomats, superannuation recipients, aid 

workers and others.  

 

We note that prior to self-government in 1979, the Commonwealth did not extend income 

taxes to incomes earned in Norfolk Island by persons resident here and also made annual 

grants from the Federal Budget to the local Administration to assist in the provision of 

services. Since the granting of self-government, the situation with Commonwealth taxes has 

not changed, but these grants are no longer made available. This has left the Norfolk Island 

Government in a situation where it is difficult to raise sufficient taxes locally to pay for all of 

the services we provide (including welfare, education, health, justice, immigration, customs, 

quarantine, workers compensation, health insurance and many more) as well as the 

maintenance and improvement of all public infrastructure.    

 

In my series of meetings and worthwhile negotiations with the previous Minister for Home 

Affairs, the Hon Bob Debus MP, I raised the prospect of an intergovernmental agreement for 

combined investment in Norfolk Island, especially in relation to major service delivery 

programmes and the development and maintenance of infrastructure. We believe that such 

investment could be made part of the Commonwealth’s budgetary processes, even if it was 

initially limited to annual provision for Commonwealth infrastructure assets in Norfolk 

Island, such as the two piers and the many reserves on Commonwealth crown land 

currently maintained by Norfolk Island.   

  

There are many areas where residents of Norfolk Island feel they have been disadvantaged 

by differential Commonwealth policies. Examples include the exclusion of Norfolk Island 

from the Gardasil cervical cancer vaccination programme; the Norfolk Island Central School 

being denied access to computer and stimulus funding initiatives; Commonwealth 

legislative changes that forced health care funds to cease paying benefits to Norfolk Island 

contributors; the Commonwealth’s refusal to allow Norfolk Island, as a South Pacific 

neighbour and participant (for example, in the Commonwealth Games, South Pacific Games, 

Council of Pacific Arts and others) to have observer status at the Pacific Islands Forum as 

granted by France and New Zealand to their Pacific island territories; ineligibility of 

Australian citizens in Norfolk Island for Commonwealth health and welfare benefits; and 

exclusion of Norfolk Islanders from any of the stimulus funding initiatives for individuals 

and families. This list is by no means exhaustive. 
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I would appreciate the opportunity to meet with you to discuss ways in which we can 

accomplish cooperation towards sustainability in our relationship in relation to the issues 

which I have highlighted in this and my previous letter. I would be happy to travel to 

Canberra to discuss these matters with you at any time that is convenient to you.    

 

I look forward to hearing from you in the near future. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

André Nobbs 

Chief Minister  
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