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Many folks have heard 
about the Great Ko-
ala National Park 

(GKNP) but many don’t re-
alise that it doesn’t actual-
ly exist … yet.  The GKNP is 
a proposal put forward by 
non-government organi-
sation the National Parks 
Association of NSW (NPA) 
in 2015.

The idea of a comprehen-
sive koala habitat protected 
area originally came from 
the Bellingen Environment 
Centre in response to rap-
idly declining koala num-
bers and dire predictions 
of the species becoming 
extinct in NSW if decisive 
action was not taken to halt 
the habitat destruction. 
NPA supported the idea 
and developed the proposal 
with the help of koala ex-
perts and local conserva-
tionists of the Coffs Coast 
Region.

The GKNP proposal, would 
add 175,000 hectares of na-
tive state forest (this does 
not include any plantations 
or private land) to existing 

protected areas to form a 
315,000 hectare network 
of parks and reserves on 
the NSW mid north coast 
around Coffs Harbour. The 
proposal is mainly located 
on Gumbaynggirr Country 
with a small area of Dun-
ghutti Country in the south 
and Bundjalung Country in 
the north of the proposal.

The GKNP area contains 
44 percent of all NSW 
government identified 
‘Koala Hubs’ in state for-
ests in New South Wales, 
making a substantial con-
tribution to ensuring the 
koala’s long-term survival 
in the state. It would link 
fragmented forests with 
high biodiversity hotspots 
and provide flow-on ben-
efits for water security, 
carbon sequestration and 
for other conservation de-
pendant species includ-
ing platypuses, greater 
and yellow-bellied glid-
ers, large forest owls and 
many aquatic organisms.  
Importantly it would pro-
tect important Aboriginal 
Cultural Heritage sites 

and provide significant job 
opportunities in nature 
and Aboriginal Cultural 
based tourism.

The GKNP Campaign 
Team is made up of ded-
icated locals including 
representatives of the 
Gumbaynggirr Nation.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
G u m b a y n g g i r r  Elder  
Michael Donovan Jr. has 
created a beautiful Dung-
girr (koala) tee shirt  
design for our campaign 
which is available online at  
Affirmations Publishing: 

Affirmations.com.au
Support for our campaign 
is growing rapidly because 
nobody wants to see our 
iconic koalas disappear. 
With help from our sup-

porters and sponsors Af-
firmations Publishing, Arn-
hem Clothing, Wandering 
Folk and Kombu Whole-
foods, we aim to secure 
the survival of Australia’s 
iconic Koalas in their nat-
ural habitat. The lead up to 
the NSW state elections in 
March 2023 provides a key 
opportunity to raise aware-
ness and grow political sup-
port for the creation of the 
Great Koala National Park.  
We believe we can inspire 
the NSW public to share 
our dream and convince 
the NSW Government of 
the critical importance 
of establishing the GKNP, 
which would be Australia’s 
first species focused park. 

KoalaPark.org.au  
for information or to 

support the campaign

THE GREAT KOALA NATIONAL PARK – SO MUCH MORE THAN JUST PROTECTING KOALA HABITAT
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WHALES IN ABORIGINAL AUSTRALIA

Aboriginal People 
along the Aus-
tralian coast have 

a long association with 
whales. Rock engrav-
ings and contemporary 
stories show the strong 
relationship between lo-
cal Aboriginal People, 
whales and The Dream-
ing. Some of these rock 
engravings and paint-
ings are estimated to 
be over 1,000 years old. 
 
The whale is an impor-
tant totem for numer-
ous Aboriginal groups.  

A totem is an object or 
thing in nature that is 
adopted as a family or 
clan emblem. Different 
clans are assigned differ-
ent totems and, in some 
cases, individuals are 
given personal totems 
at birth. The whale is the 
totem of the People of the 
Central Coast of NSW. 
 
Aboriginal People con-
sidered stranded whales 
an important economic 
resource. They used 
the fat to varnish their 
spears, boomerangs 

and tools. They also 
used whale bones to 
manufacture utensils, 
weapons and for oth-
er uses such as shelter. 
 

Whales in Australia
Australia is quite privi-
leged when it comes to 
whales – over 50% of 
the world’s cetaceans 
are found in Australian 
waters. According to re-
cent estimates at least 
45 species of whales, 
dolphins and porpoises 
visit or live permanently 

in Australia, including 
nine baleen whales 
and 36 toothed whales’  
species and with all the 
whales cruising along the 
NSW coastline, you can 
see we call it New South 
Whales for a reason! 
 
Whale migration
Whales meet their need 
for food and suitable calv-
ing areas by traveling long 
distances from cold feed-
ing areas, to warm, shal-
lower waters for calving 
and mating.
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For forever, Abo-
riginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peo-

ples have danced, sung, 
painted and celebrated 
their understandings of 
the cosmos. Each song, 
dance and story is full 
of observations and the-
ories, woven together 
by law, lore and the  
nature of Country.
For an oral culture with 
a deeply and intrinsically 
interconnected knowl-
edge structure, the skies 
are a melting pot and ref-
erence point for much 
information. Dark, night 
skies are the stage upon 
which stories unfold.
Important changes are 
happening all around us 
constantly, in the atmos-
phere, in animal behav-
iour, in the orbits or ap-
pearances of celestial 
objects, in many other 
environmental condi-
tions that offer great 
insight into how to live 
holistically and sustaina-
bly with the land, waters 
and skies. With a keen 

eye for cycles, patterns 
and relational informa-
tion – that is, how things 
relate to one another – 
Indigenous knowledge 
systems are holistic in 
nature.
For Indigenous peoples, 
astronomical knowl-
edge has a variety of 
practical applications 
to assist in living under 
such vast skies. Mon-
itoring seasons or the 
time of day, predicting 
the weather, navigating 
across land and water, 
hunting and timekeeping 
over long, unfathoma-
ble periods of time are 
some of the ways that 
Indigenous peoples use 
Sky Country.
By working with the 
original custodians, we 
begin to understand the 
thousands of ways in 
which the land connects 
to the sky and how life 
down here on the land 
relates to the unfurling 
celestial dance taking 
place above.

Because of the multi-
faceted nature of sky 
knowledge, astronomi-
cal knowledge has gen-
erally been a key feature 
in Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander commu-
nities and culture, with 
much knowledge known 
and shared by most. For 
example, in Gamilaraay 
traditions, the Pleiades 
– also known as Mi-
yay-Miyay – are known 
as a group of sisters. 
They are ice maidens 
who touch the ground as 
they dip below the hori-
zon after sunset, bring-
ing winter and frost with 
them. This specific piece 
of knowledge assists the 
Gamilaraay in tracking 
the winter months, by 
monitoring the position 
of the Pleiades cluster.
Conversely, some 
knowledge is the re-
sponsibility of individual 
community members, 
where it can be their job 
to store and protect ele-
ments of a much bigger 
picture. This can be done 

based on expertise, if a 
member of the communi-
ty is particularly knowl-
edgeable in one area, or 
can be determined by 
moiety, also known as In-
digenous kinship groups, 
which are a way to divide 
a large community into 
smaller groups. Kinship 
groups are also a way 
to distribute knowledge 
throughout the commu-
nity, with each group be-
ing responsible for their 
own part of the sky.
In some instances, 
knowledge can be spread 
across several nations, 
with different elements 
existing in different lan-
guages. The Seven Sis-
ters Songline is a beauti-
ful example of this, and it 
has many variations and 
traverses across many 
nations, each segment 
providing information 
on how to also traverse 
across Countries.
Some knowledge may 
also be age or gen-
der-specific. For exam-
ple, the Moon – who is 

HOW INDIGENOUS ASTRONOMY IS CHANGING SCIENCE

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ detailed knowledge of Sky Country – an understanding  
that goes from the ancient to the modern cosmos – is finding international recognition.



THE ELIMATTA | 5

usually a man – is very 
often related to women in 
some way. The moon has 
a cycle of about 29.5 days, 
like that of the female 
fertility cycle of rough-
ly 28 days. However, de-
spite this link, for many 
groups, it is forbidden for 
women to look direct-
ly at the moon for fear it 
will make them infertile. 
As such, monitoring the 
Moon-Man and his cycles 
can often fall to the men 
in the group.
Indigenous peoples and 
communities possess 
world-class techniques 
to support the reading 
of Country, but also re-
cording changes in both 
the land and Sky Coun-
try. Traditional and con-
temporary Indigenous 
knowledge systems are 
the result of adapting 
and evolving practic-
es, encapsulating how 
people and communi-
ties have navigated the 
ever-changing land-
scapes and environ-
ments through drastic 
climate change, ice ages, 
sea-level rises, food in-
securities, droughts, re-
source extinction and of 
course colonisation. As 
such, these knowledge 
systems are both an-
cient and new. Records 
of supernova, shifting 
objects such as stars or 
planets, even the shift-
ing of the whole sky over 
thousands of years, have 
been documented by Ab-
original and Torres Strait 
Islander communities, 
making up the oldest 
continuous astronomical 

data sets known in hu-
man history.
Historically, early set-
tler records and non-In-
digenous scholars have 
dominated how Indige-
nous peoples are known, 
spoken about and stud-
ied. However, many of 
these records took on a 
dire view of Indigenous 
peoples, which heavily 
impacted what was ob-
served and how it was 
interpreted. As such, it is 
only recently that the true 
depth and complexity of 
Indigenous astronomical 
knowledges have been 
revealed to the rest of the 
world, with many knowl-
edge holders leading the 
way, sharing their view 
of the cosmoscape. By 
working with the origi-
nal custodians, we begin 
to understand the thou-
sands of ways in which 
the land connects to the 
sky and how life down 
here on the land relates 
to the unfurling celes-
tial dance taking place 
above.
With the emergence of 
Indigenous peoples’ so-
phisticated understand-
ing of Sky Country on 
the international stage, 
Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people 
are becoming interna-
tionally recognised and 
celebrated as the original 
astronomers. The South-
ern Cross constellation 
is arguably one of the 
most well-known con-
stellations in the world, 
and it is one of the most 
easily identified features 
in the southern sky. It is 

an important feature of 
Sky Country because it 
is circumpolar, meaning 
it is positioned close to 
the south celestial pole, 
where it can be seen all 
year round, never dipping 
below the horizon. Even 
in metropolitan Mel-
bourne or Sydney, with 
their less-than-ideal ob-
serving conditions, the 
Southern Cross is visi-
ble, hanging above as an 
eternally present guide 
for night-time navigation.
In 2018, the fifth star of 
the famous constellation 
became globally recog-
nised by the Internation-
al Astronomical Union by 
the name “Ginan”, a name 
provided by the Warda-
man language group of 
the Northern Territory.  
Wardaman traditional 
owner Uncle Bill Yidum-
duma Harney describes 
the importance of Ginan, 
observed by the Warda-
man peoples to repre-
sent a dillybag filled with 
songs of knowledge, in-
forming the communi-
ty on matters relating to 
ceremonial initiation.
Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples 
have observed, docu-
mented, explained and 
known Sky Country. It 
has served and informed 
Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples 
about how to live with 
the land, as opposed to 
on it, sustainably, rela-
tionally and auspiciously 
for thousands of gener-
ations. The fact that Ab-
original and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples have 

vastly different cultures, 
knowledge and knowl-
edge systems than those 
of the Western world is 
well worth acknowledg-
ing and celebrating. The 
interconnected nature of 
Indigenous sky knowl-
edges means that these 
systems are contextu-
ally relevant to natural 
cycles in the lands upon 
which Australia exists, 
and for the nation and the 
world to engage with this 
knowledge will inevitably 
lead to more environ-
mentally aware, sustain-
ably driven communities.
Interactions between 
the innovative technolo-
gies of the West and the 
holistic, adaptable, sus-
tainably focused world 
view held by Indigenous 
peoples offer a way for-
ward through the chaotic 
times of climate change, 
light pollution and envi-
ronmental degradation in 
which we find ourselves. 

F i r s t  K n o w l e d g e s :  
Astronomy Sky Country 
by Karlie Noon and Krys-
tal De Napoli is co-pub-
lished by Thames & Hud-
son and the National 
Museum of Australia.

This article was first pub-
lished in the print edition 
of The Saturday Paper on 
Apr 23, 2022 as “Under 
vast skies”.

Karlie Noon
APRIL 23 – 29, 2022  |  No. 396
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The scientific world 
was stunned in 
2015 when research 

backed an Aboriginal sto-
ry about how palm trees 
got to Central Australia.
Tasmanian ecologist Da-
vid Bowman did DNA tests 
on palm seeds from the 
outback and near Darwin 
about a decade ago and the 
results led him to conclude 
the seeds were carried to 
the Central Desert by hu-
mans up to 30,000 years 
ago (possibly up to 25,000 
years before Stonehenge 
and up to 26,000 since 
the Egyptian Pyramids)
Professor Bowman read an 
Aboriginal legend recorded 
in 1894 by pioneering Ger-
man anthropologist and 
missionary Carl Strehlow, 
which was only recently 
translated, describing the 
“gods from the north” bring-
ing the seeds to Palm Valley.
Professor Bowman 
said he was amazed.
Palms flourished in the 
Arctic during a brief swel-
tering period about 50 
million years ago, accord-
ing to a study that hints at 
gaps in our understanding 
of modern climate change.

“We’re talking about a ver-
bal tradition which had 
been transmitted through 
generations possibly 
for over 7,000, possibly 
30,000 years,” he said.
“Just an amazing coin-
cidence that we’d inde-
pendently concluded that 
the seeds had been trans-
ported and then subse-
quently we discover an Ab-
original legend is exactly 
what we found scientifically.
“The concordance of the 
findings of a scientific study 
and an ancient story is a 
striking example of how tra-
ditional ecological knowl-
edge can inform and en-
hance scientific research.
“It suggests that Aboriginal 
oral traditions may have 
endured for up to 30,000 
years, and lends further 
weight to the idea that some 
Aboriginal stories per-
taining to gigantic animals 
may be authentic records 
of extinct megafauna.” 

MORE HERE: 
(Sovereign Union)  
https://bit.ly/3ez22nX
 
RESEARCH PAPER:  
(Royal Society Publishing) 
https://bit.ly/33X2dH2

PALM TREES IN CENTRAL AUSTRALIA
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The Friends of Myall Creek 
Memorial (FMCM) is a 
group of Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal Australians 
who came together to create a  
Memorial in memory of the 28 or 
more Wirrayaraay women, chil-
dren and old men massacred by 
a group of stockmen on 10 June 
1838 at Myall Creek. Dedicated 
in 2000, the now National and 
State Heritage listed Memorial, 
is located close to the site of the 
massacre. Each year since then 
around 300-400 people have 
gathered on the June long week-
end seeking healing and recon-
ciliation through acknowledging 
the truth of a painful but shared 
history. Thousands more visit 
the site throughout the year,  
including many school groups.

The FMCM is a reconciliation 
initiative with the committee, 
under its constitution, compris-
ing equal numbers of Aboriginal 

and non- Aboriginal members. 
Its objectives are to maintain the 
Memorial, memorialise and teach 
the truth of the shared history of 
Aboriginal and other Australians 
across the continent during the 
tragic period of frontier vio-
lence, and ultimately to create an  
education and cultural centre at  
Myall Creek with a view to contrib-
uting to a more just reconciliation  
between all Australians. 

Ivan Roberts has been on the 
FMCM committee since 2004, 
serving as either non-Aboriginal 
Co-Chairperson or Executive  
Officer over that period. 

There are two Myall Creek stories: 
the massacre of 1838 and crea-
tion of the Memorial in 2000. Both  
stories need to be told but it is 
the FMCM’s conviction that it be 
the second story that shapes the 
future for our First Peoples and 
all Australians together.  

THE MYALL CREEK STORY – FROM MASSACRE TO MEMORIAL
T RU T H  T E L L IN G  IN  H IS T O R Y  “ T H E  RO A D  T O  T H E  F U T U R E  T R AV E L S  T H RO U GH  T H E  PA S T ”

A boriginal people 
invented building 
homes!!

 
The far most evolved 
form of building in human 
history. With Aborigi-
nal quarrying happening 
across the continent no 
slavery was ever need in 
the building of our soci-
eties. All materials were 
Sustainably sourced and 
all returning to the earth 
except for stone shelters 
Using Bark, Clay, Bees-
wax, sticks, tree hollows, 
stones, palm/tree branch-
es, Stringy Bark, grass-
es, animal skins, ferns, 
tree limbs, mud, Ochres, 
ropes ect. Knowing the 
highest level of bush craft 
our people could build 

for a very large group to 
one person short-term 
to semi-permanent. Nat-
ural stone shelters pro-
vided permanent shelter. 

A humpy, also known as a 
gunyah, wurley, wurly or 
wurlie, is a small, tempo-
rary shelter, traditionally 
used by Australian Aborig-
inal people. These imper-
manent dwellings, made 
of branches and bark, are 
sometimes called a lean-
to, since they often rely on 
a standing tree for support. 

THE ABORIGINAL EMPIRE HAD THE OLDEST COLLECTION OF 
HOMES THAT HAVE BEEN DATED VERIFIED BY ARCHAEOLOGISTS

NO HOUSING CRISES, GUNYA HUMPY
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Posting on FB on 
June 8, 2022 
Tegan said: 

‘’What an amazing  
oppor tunity to have 
my weaving on a 
Tram for 12 months 
weaving around  
Melbourne. I  cr ied 
when I seen It for the 
first time yesterday.

Tears of happiness, 
pride and tears of is 
this really happening.  
My little hands creat-
ed this beauty and I’m 
so proud how it turned 
out. 

I thank my beauti-
ful Mum for teaching 
me and our Beautiful 
Aunt that shared with 
her. I believe we were 
passed this for a big-
ger reason than our-

selves.’’
‘’So happy I got to 
have my family there 
by my side. I love you 
so much Ben Murdock 
(husband)Huge thank 
you to Jarra Steel for 
curating it all, you’re 
truly amazing, the 
hard work you’ve put 
into all this is just 
so deadly! Thanks to 
Rising for this oppor-
tunity. 

Thank you all so 
much for your beau-
tiful words, your sup-
port towards my lit-
tle journey helps me 
more than you know.’’

W e a v i n g  C u l t u r e 
T hrough  Communi t y 

Tr a m r ou te :  6 ,  1 9
Tr a m 50 0 2

Tegan Murdock 

founder of ‘Love Your-
self Sister’, is married 
with two daughters 
and a proud Aborig-
inal woman from the 
Barkindji nation in far 
west NSW.

‘’I am a proud mem-
ber of the Barkindtji 
tribe originating from 
Coomealla, Lake Vic-
toria and the Mun-
go regions from my 
mothers ancestors. 
While also belong-
ing to the Yorta Yorta 
and Dhudaroah tribes 
originating from the 
Shepparton area from 
my father’s ances-
tors.’’

Tegan Murdock was 
raised in the small 
country town of 
Coomealla (25kms 
north west of Mildura 

on the NSW and Victo-
rian border of Austral-
ia) on the Namatjira 
Mission.

‘’My beautiful Mum 
Margaret taught me to 
weave several years 
ago. I started weaving 
earrings and then kept 
creating new pieces as 
the inspiration came 
to me. I now create  
jewellery and wall 
pieces as well as teach 
others to weave in 
face to face and online 
workshops, school 
visits and corporate 
staff development 
days.’’

Find out more at: 
loveyourselfsister.com

CONGRATULATIONS TEGAN MURDOCK
NARRABEEN RESIDENT AND ARTIST TEGAN MURDOCK IS CELEBRATING THIS WEEK 
AFTER HER DESIGN NOW MAKES A TRAM DOWN SOUTH LOOK MUCH MUCH BETTER

Photo courtesy James Morgan
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26TH JANUARY 2023 ARE YOU READY? PUMP UP THE TYRE POLISH THE SEAT
The bike ride from Manly to Church Point. You can now join the ride at three different point all the way.
More details as we get closer. If you can’t ride be at the start or at Church Point to welcome the riders and have fun.

PHOTO AT MANLY START 2022

AVA LON 19 T H  M A RCH 2022  
CEREBRATING 100 OF THE NAMING

What a day rain/rain 
and more rain. Never 
the less a great day 

was had by all that attend-
ed.
The Aboriginal Support 
Group were glad to be 
invited to join the  
celebrations to see the 
Aboriginal flag flying at Av-
alon was a great site.
T h e  A S G  p r o v i d e d  
Boomerangs painting for the 
kids, with 150 being painted. 
Aunt y  K areen  Green ’s 

grass weaving, Didgeri -
d o o  p l a y i n g  a  s m o k i n g  
c e r e m o n y  a n d  a  
Welcome to Country. 
We had volantes from Biala 
Aboriginal Hostel/ Aborig-
inal Dancing for the young 
one at heart.
Artefact on display for all to 
see. 
We ran out of broches for the 
Uluru Statement from the 
Heart. People are so keen 
to know more about how it’s  
going to work. 

9 | THE ELIMATTA
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LANDMARK TREATY REPORT RECOMMENDS FIRST NATION 
GOVERNMENT SYSTEM FOR INDIGENOUS TERRITORIANS

The N o r t h e r n  T e r r i t o r y  
government has released a land-
mark treaty report, outlining a 

pathway to self-determination for Ab-
original people through legally bind-
ing treaties.

If its recommendations are  
honoured, the report could lay 
the foundation for significant 
new decision-making powers for  
Indigenous people, who make up a 
third of the territory’s population. 
The 180-page document, released after 
years of consultation, says the funda-
mental aim of any treaty agreements 
should be to give Indigenous people as 
much self-determination as possible. 
The report recommends a  
process for Indigenous people to tran-
sition to First Nation governments. 

Acting Treaty Commissioner and re-
spected Indigenous barrister Tony 
McAvoy, who stepped into the role last 
December, said that would in turn ease 
high rates of disadvantage. “When Ab-
original communities [and] Aboriginal 
organisations design and deliver the 
services for Aboriginal people, those 
services are the most effective at that 
time,” the Wirdi man said. “What these 
recommendations do is allow for  
Aboriginal governments to deliver 
services to their communities.

“My expectation is we would see a 
significant change in the levels of 
disadvantage if we’re able to ensure 

those governments are supported and 
properly resourced to do the work.”

The report states that First Nation 
governments would initially operate 
similar to local governments, before 
taking on wider responsibilities.

To get there, the report recommends 
facilitating multiple treaties with 
First Nations groups, an overarching 
territory-wide agreement guiding 
treaty negotiations, and a First Na-
tions forum of Indigenous organisa-
tions to endorse a treaty model.

It says possible treaty outcomes could 
also include self-government, eco-
nomic independence and reparations.

Key pieces of work, including the ter-
ritory-wide agreement, ahead of in-
depth treaty negotiations are expect-
ed to have concluded in three years.

 
“THE TIME FOR THIS REFORM IS NOW”  

Mr McAvoy

 
“ T h e  N o r t h e r n  T e r r i t o r y  
government, in the briefings I’ve 
conducted, appreciates that the  
timing is right for this type of reform.” 
 
YEARS OF CONSULTATION IN REMOTE NT 
 
Treaties struck between governments 
and Aboriginal groups are intended to 

address historical conflicts with var-
ious legally binding settlements.

The treaty process began from a gov-
ernment perspective in June 2018, 
when the Northern Territory govern-
ment pledged to work towards a trea-
ty with Indigenous people.

Then Chief Minister Michael Gun-
ner signed a memorandum of un-
derstanding with the NT’s four land 
councils.

The document was inked in the re-
mote community of Barunga, 30 years 
after Indigenous leaders presented a 
statement calling for better rights to 
then prime minister Bob Hawke in the 
same location.

 
‘A very important first step’ 
 
The Treaty Commission, established 
the next year, then covered tens of 
thousands of kilometres as it travelled 
to 135 remote communities as part of 
a widespread consultation process. 

Other recommendations in the final report 
include:

Expanding the Treaty Commission to 
become a Treaty and Truth Commission to 
progress truth-telling work across the NT. 
 
Creating an Aboriginal Ombudsman position 
to respond to complaints about government 

participation in the Treaty process.

Establishing a First Nations Treaty Tribunal 
to deal with First Nation disputes.

A raft of legislative reforms to pave the 
way to treaties. 

The document calls on the govern-
ment to back the report as a first step 
and begin work honouring its recom-
mendations.

The government will provide an in-
terim response in the coming months 
and a formal response by the end of 
the year.

Mr McAvoy said he was not concerned 
that the significant nature of some 
proposals would make it harder to get 
government support.

“The government expressed a will-
ingness to engage with the Aboriginal 
people of the Northern Territory in the 
Barunga agreement in 2018,” he said.

“This work that is being released to-
day is another step in the delivery of 
the promises made in 2018.

“The overwhelming support for a pro-
cess of treaties for Aboriginal people 
in the Northern Territory is something 
that the government should take to 
heart and should act upon with speed.” 

Jesse Thompson 
ABC News

Tony McAvoy says the government should act on the report “with speed”.(ABC News: Tristan Hooft)
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A constitutional convention bringing together 
over 250 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island-
er leaders met last month at the foot of Ulu-

ru in Central Australia on the lands of the Aṉangu 
people.
The majority resolved, in the ‘Uluru Statement 
from the Heart’, to call for the establishment of 
a ‘First Nations Voice’ in the Australian Con-
stitution and a ‘Makarrata Commission’ to 
supervise a process of ‘agreementmaking’ 
and ‘truth-telling’ between governments and 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 

First Nations National Constitutional Convention
Convened by the bipartisan-appointed Referen-
dum Council, the First Nations National Constitu-
tional Convention met over four days from 23 to 26 
May 2017 to discuss and agree on an approach to 
constitutional reform to recognise Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples. Delegates were se-
lected from participants in regional Dialogues held 
around the country.
Discussions at the Convention built upon a discus-
sion paper produced by the Council (and published 
in more than ten traditional languages) and reflect-
ed the diversity of views raised by Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities in consultative 
Dialogues with the Referendum Council over the 
last six months. As participation in the Dialogues 
and Convention was by invitation, there has been 
some criticism about the representativeness of the 
Dialogues, and, by implication, the Uluru Meeting. 
Amnesty International wrote a submission to the
Referendum Council stating:
We understand that participants at the regional 
dialogue meetings were invited in what was per-
ceived as an exclusive process. We also under-
stand that some people who attended those meet-
ings then have an opportunity to attend the Uluru 
meeting, whereas those not included do not.
Acknowledging that participation in the Dialogues 
was by invitation, the Referendum Council stated 
on its website:
This ensured each Dialogue was deliberative 
and reached consensus on the relevant issues. 
Meetings were capped at 100 participants: 60% of 
places were reserved for First Nations/traditional 
owner groups, 20% for community organisations 
and 20% for key individuals. The Council worked in 
partnership with a host organisation at each loca-
tion, to ensure the local community was appropri-
ately represented in the process.
The Convention also drew upon work done over 
the past few years by the Expert Panel on Consti-
tutional Recognition of Indigenous Australians and 
the Joint Select Committee on Constitutional Rec-
ognition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Peoples. There has been some distancing from the 
Recognise campaign, an earlier government-fund-
ed initiative to broaden the appeal for inserting a 
statement of recognition in the Constitution.
While the majority of delegates at the Conven-
tion backed the Uluru Statement, a small number 
walked out in opposition before the final consensus 
resolution was passed.

Uluru Statement
The Uluru Statement states two broad objectives 
for reform as agreed to by Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander leaders at the Convention—the es-
tablishment of a First Nations Voice and a Makar-
rata Commission. These objectives reflect the 
nature of reform desired rather than specifying the 
fine detail of any proposed changes to the Austral-
ian Constitution.
The positions in the Uluru Statement do, however, 
reflect some of the ideas and proposals advanced 
by Indigenous and political leaders, and constitu-
tional experts over many years. In articulating two 
positions which have broad support, it is hoped 
that they can become the foundations of a renewed 
conversation with the whole Australian community 
about constitutional reform and recognition of Ab-
original and Torres Strait Islander peoples and the 
precise form that will take.
In addition to these two proposals, the Uluru State-
ment affirms the sovereignty, and long and con-
tinuing connection of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples with the land. It also comments 
on the social difficulties faced by Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples and the structural 
impediments to the real empowerment of First Na-
tions Peoples.
The Uluru Statement sets up a position that 
strongly contrasts with that taken in the campaign 

for symbolic constitutional recognition advanced by 
the Recognise campaign. This echoes a 2015 on-
line survey conducted by IndigenousX which found 
that 58 per cent of Indigenous respondents did not 
support Recognise. The same survey found that 
62 per cent did not believe Indigenous Australians 
would be better off recognised in the Constitution, 
but 54 per cent supported the construction of an In-
digenous parliamentary body. That the Convention 
at Uluru was to come to a more robust conclusion 
was hardly a surprise given that most of the region-
al Dialogues had rejected a minimalist or symbolic 
model of Indigenous constitutional recognition in
favour of more substantial reform. 

First Nations Voice
The Uluru Statement calls for the ‘establishment of 
a First Nations Voice enshrined in the Constitution’. 
This has been interpreted in light of past sugges-
tions put forward for the establishment of some form 
of representative body for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples. There is no definitive state-
ment about the form such a body would take, but 
proponents of the idea (such as Noel Pearson, who 
sits on the Referendum Council) have previously 
propounded that such a body would sit alongside 
Parliament to provide non-binding advice on legal
and policy matters affecting Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples.
A proposal for an Indigenous body in the Constitu-
tion was mooted in 2014 as part of a submission by 
the Cape York Institute to the Joint Select Commit-
tee on Constitutional Recognition of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Peoples inquiry. An elabora-
tion of this idea in terms of constitutional text was 
subsequently drafted by constitutional law expert 
Professor Anne Twomey. This was later supported 
by Noel Pearson and the Cape York Institute.
It is envisaged that such a body will provide a 
constitutionally entrenched institution which 
enables Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island-
er peoples to be formally consulted on legis-
lation and policy affecting their communities. 

Makarrata Commission
The Uluru Statement seeks ‘a Makarrata Commis-
sion to supervise a process of agreement-mak-
ing between governments and First Nations and 
truth-telling about our history’.
Makarrata is a word from the language of the Yol-
ngu people in Arnhem Land. As Noel Pearson has 
explained:
The Yolngu concept of Makarrata captures the idea 
of two parties coming together after a struggle, 
healing the divisions of the past. It is about acknowl-
edging that something has been done wrong, and it 
seeks to make things right.
The word ‘Makarrata’ has often been used instead 
of ‘treaty’, and gained wider currency in the 1980s 
when the National Aboriginal Conference (NAC) 
adopted the word. In a letter from the National Ab-
original Conference Secretariat ‘to all Aboriginal 
Organizations’ Jim Hagan (the then chairman of 
the NAC) wrote ‘using the word Makarrata makes 
it clear this is intended to be an agreement within 
Australia, between Australians’.
The call for a treaty has existed for some time. The 
Barunga Statement, presented in 1988 to Prime 
Minister Bob Hawke, called for a treaty with the 
Commonwealth of Australia. In response, Bob 
Hawke promised to negotiate a treaty ‘between the 
Aboriginal people and the Government on behalf 
of all the people of Australia’ before the end of the 
current session of Parliament. Though it did not 
eventuate, calls for a treaty have persisted.
A Makarrata Commission would likely be 
tasked with seeking Makarrata agree-
ments between Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders and the federal government. 

Are there any constitutional implications?
First Nations Voice
The Constitution can only be changed by the Aus-
tralian people. Any move to enshrine a ‘voice’ for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in the 
Constitution would need to be passed at a referen-
dum. Details of the changes would have to be agreed 
by Parliament before being presented to the people 
for a vote. 
A change would only come into effect if the proposal 
receives the support of a majority of voters in a major-
ity of states. There have been 44 referendums since 
1901, of which only eight have succeeded. The most 
successful attempt to change the Constitution was 
the 1967 referendum in which over 90 per cent of the 

population voted to allow the counting of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples in the Census, and 
the federal government to make laws for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples.
 
Makarrata Commission
A Makarrata Commission and any agreements or 
statements endorsed by such a body would likely not 
require any constitutional change. However, creating 
such a commission would most likely require legis-
lation passed by Parliament. A commission could 
also be established by letters patent granted with the 
prerogative powers of the Governor-General on the 
advice of the Prime Minister, though this is not likely. 
It is unclear what constitutional or legal conse-
quences would flow from any Makarrata agree-
ment or treaty reached between governments 
and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peo-
ples. An analysis of the potential effects would 
be subject to the detail of any final proposals. 
 
What are people saying?
There has been a range of views in response to the 
Uluru Statement by commentators, constitutional 
observers, politicians and Indigenous leaders. These 
views reflect contrasting positions about constitution-
al change, and on the best approach to Indigenous 
recognition. 
Professor George Williams, Dean of Law at the Uni-
versity of New South Wales, has responded, writing 
that the Uluru Statement:
... is an important and long overdue expression of 
what Aboriginal people want from constitutional re-
form. It is a welcome, but very different perspective to 
earlier processes. The formidable challenge now is 
to work from this statement to reach a set of changes 
to the constitution that can win support from the com-
munity at large and across the political divide.
Professor Anne Twomey has criticised what she 
sees as unhelpful speculation, and states that the 
important message of the Uluru Statement was: 
When it comes to constitutional reform, the priority of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders is to have their 
views heard in relation to the making of laws and 
policies that affect their lives. This ranks above the 
insertion of formal words of recognition in a preamble 
and the removal of discriminatory clauses from the 
Constitution. It is not historic recognition by written 
words that is sought, but active and ongoing recogni-
tion of indigenous voices, allowing them to be heard 
in the corridors of power.
June Oscar, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Social Justice Commissioner, has stated: 
The Uluru Statement recognises the need for an 
entrenched constitutional voice on the one hand 
whilst maintaining the long term aspirations of our 
peoples for a treaty on the other. One change can 
be achieved with constitutional change, and the other 
outside of the constitution through new legislation 
and the creation of Makarrata or Treaty Commission. 
Both have the potential to be meaningful and both 
represent the collective vision of our people’s ... The 
Uluru Statement carves out a path for change and we 
need that to be embraced by our fellow Australians 
and our political leaders.
The leaders of the two major parties have been care-
ful in their public comments pending the release of the 
final report by the Referendum Council on an agreed 
process. The Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull 
has adopted a tone of caution, noting:
The constitution cannot be changed by Parliament. 
Only the Australian people can do that. No political 
deal, no cross-party compromise, no leader’s hand-
shake, can deliver constitutional change ... To do 
that, a constitutionally conservative nation must be 
persuaded that the proposed amendments respect 
the fundamental values of the constitution, and will 
deliver precise changes, clearly understood, that 
benefit all Australians.
Opposition Leader Bill Shorten has made clear his 
openness to the ideas expressed in the Uluru State-
ment saying: ‘We owe the [Uluru delegates] an open 
mind on the big questions. On the form recognition 
takes, on treaties, on changes required in the con-
stitution’.
Individual Labor members have stated similar posi-
tions. Senator Pat Dodson has commented: 
It’s fine there’s come this report out of Uluru, talking 
about an entrenched voice into the constitution, that 
will have to be weighed and considered. But I don’t 
think we should just dismiss out of hand the work that 
was done by the expert panel [on constitutional rec-
ognition in 2012]. 
Federal Labor MP Linda Burney has warned that 
Indigenous leaders may have to compromise in or-

der to reach a broader consensus position that will 
succeed. Former National President of the Australian 
Labor Party and Indigenous leader Warren Mundine 
has been more critical of the idea of having an In-
digenous body enshrined in the Constitution, and 
makes the case that a series of treaties is preferable. 
He writes: 
The Uluru Statement made two proposals. One is a 
“top-down” lawyers’ proposal that will certainly fail. 
The other is a grassroots proposal with overwhelming 
Indigenous support that could be implemented with-
out the need for any referendum. I’m calling time on 
10 years of discussion on constitutional recognition. 
We don’t need it.
Members of the Coalition have expressed a range of 
views. Liberal MP and Minister for Indigenous Health 
Ken Wyatt said in an interview that the significance 
of the Uluru Statement was the momentum behind 
‘finding a way forward of entrenching a position of 
Aboriginal Torres Strait Islander people within the 
constitution; whatever form that takes’ and advised:
... we shouldn’t block our minds at the moment, we 
should wait for that [the Referendum Council] report 
to be tabled, consider what the options are in the 
voracity of argument around each of those options. 
But we’ve got to consider them to see if they’re con-
stitutionally sound, because that is the test. It has to 
meet the rigour of the constitutional requirements. It 
then has to meet the rigour of whether the majority of 
Australians and the majority of states will support it.
Liberal MP and constitutional lawyer Julian Leeser, 
who co-founded Uphold & Recognise, has been opti-
mistic about the Statement, as has Indigenous Affairs 
Minister Nigel Scullion. In contrast, Deputy Prime 
Minister and Leader of the National Party Barnaby 
Joyce conveyed his initial doubts about whether the 
idea of a constitutionally enshrined Indigenous body 
would find wider support, commenting: 
If you overreach in politics and ask for something 
that will not be supported by the Australian people, 
such as another chamber in politics or something that 
sort of sits above or beside the Senate, that idea just 
won’t fly.
Liberal senator James Paterson has also expressed 
his concerns about the unintended consequences of 
substantial constitutional change: 
Any proposal that could impinge on parliamentary 
supremacy is highly unlikely to win support because 
it is a core foundation of our liberal democracy. A 
first nations’ voice, enshrined in the Constitution, 
runs the great risk of doing so. There are many dif-
ferent ways it could be formed. But even the most 
modest proposal, requiring parliament to consult an 
elected representative body, makes conflict with the 
democratically elected parliament for all Australians 
virtually certain.
Among the minor parties, the Australian Greens 
have stated their strong support, while Senator Cory 
Bernardi of the Australian Conservatives has reit-
erated his disapproval of constitutional change and 
warned on his website: ‘... no one should endorse con-
stitutional change without knowing exactly what they 
are agreeing to’. The views of other parties, or individ-
ual members, have yet to be more publicly articulated.  

Where to from here?
Under its Terms of Reference, the Referendum 
Council is required to provide its final report to the 
Prime Minister and to the Leader of the Opposition 
by 30 June 2017. 
A working group (comprising members nominated by 
delegations to the convention and other interested 
parties) has been formed to maintain momentum and 
work on the implementation of the goals in the Uluru 
Statement. This group will be especially important 
in working with stakeholders after the release of the 
Referendum Council report. 
The Uluru Statement may prove to be a catalyst in a 
long-running movement for Indigenous constitution-
al recognition. While at this stage there is no clear 
proposal that could be put forward at a referendum, 
the Uluru Statement articulates two reform objectives 
which can then be put forward for further public con-
sultation. 
Looking ahead, the success or failure of any future 
referendum on inserting an Indigenous voice into the 
Constitution, and the initiative of a Makarrata Com-
mission, will hinge upon there being enough political 
and community goodwill to reach a position that can 
be supported by the majority of Australians, both In-
digenous and non-Indigenous. 

ULURU STATEMENT: A QUICK GUIDE
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ASGMWP THANKS DEE WHY RSL AND NORTHERN BEACHES COUNCIL FOR THEIR CONTINUED SUPPORT 

ABORIGINAL SUPPORT GROUP
MANLY WARRINGAH PIT T WATER

Founded 1979 

 
(02) 9982 1425           ASGMWP.net 
F a c e b o o k . c o m / A S G M W P
P.O. Box 1235 NEWPORT NSW 2106

E l imat ta i s the news le t ter o f the A bor ig inal Suppor t Group Manly Warr ingah  
P i t t water.  A r t ic les are welc ome wi th the unders tanding tha t edi tor ia l  
changes may be made and tha t c on tr ibu tors agree tha t the mater ia l w i l l  be archived by the  
Na t ional L ibrar y o f Aus t ral ia .  Con tr ibu tors to E l imat ta are f rom many d i f f eren t  
cul tures and back grounds . V iews ex pres s ed are no t nec es sar i ly thos e o f the Edi tors or  
members o f the ASG . P leas e email ar t ic les where pos s ib le to the .el imat ta@gmail .com 

I f you us e any o f the mater ia l i t  would be apprec ia ted i f  the ex t rac t i s s e t in c on tex t 
and the s ourc e ack nowledged .

Editor:
Graphic Design:

Neil Evers
Nathan John

Koorimail.com  Facebook.com/Koorimail

MOVIE SCREENING

Winner: Victorian Premier’s History Award. AWGIE Award for best documentary script.  
ATOM Awards for best Indigenous film and best documentary social and political issues.  
Shortlisted Betty Roland Prize for Script, NSW Premier’s Literary Awards.  
Meet the director Dr Alec Morgan for Q/A after the showing.
This is a free evening with light supper, all welcome. 
Mona Vale Memorial Hall, 1 Park St Mona Vale 

  
 

ASG COMMUNITY NIGHT 

ASG are pleased to tell you our speaker on will be one of the FMCM (Friends of Myall Creek)  

To let us about next year’s event and that there will be busses going from Sydney to Myall Creek. 

Mona Vale Memorial Hall, 1 Park St Mona Vale
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I T ’ S  N E V E R  T O O  L AT E ! 
A n n u a l  S u p p o r t e r s  F e e  $ 2 5

ASGMWP    BSB: 062 155   ACCOUNT: 00906332

 

 
 
 

11th July
7:30pm - 9:30pm

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

12th September
7:30pm - 9:30pm 

 
 WE NOW HAVE T-SHIRTS FOR THE 26TH JANUARY 2023 BIKE RIDE AVAILABLE 

Email size to asgmwp@gmail.com if your size is still in stock, we will bring it to the 11th July Movie Screening
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