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I deeply acknowledge the Wanaruah people for their welcome to Wanaruah land.
You all know, as I do, how important it is to observe the protocols at significant gatherings such as this one.

When we pay our respects to traditional owners, it makes us think about some very important things.
We think about the country we’re standing on…
…and we remember the past, and our beginnings…
…and we acknowledge our relationships, kin, and community.

I found myself explaining this protocol to the NSW Labor Caucus—we had just introduced it into the Parliament’s Standing Orders—explaining that “it was just good manners”.
Land rights and the NSW Aboriginal Land Council
When Geoff Scott called me to speak tonight I felt touched and very honoured.
NSW ALC is more than a quarter of a century old, and its strengths are many…

…it is democratically elected, its members are people like yourselves, brought together because of our Aboriginality and our country…

…and most importantly of all, we’ve won freehold title on our land.
I remember well the passing of the Aboriginal Land Rights Act in 1983. The irony is that I was one of the many people on Macquarie Street protesting about the legislation.
I remember Mr Flick scaling the fence and heading for the House… I think he made it up to the verandah. Bless him, he’s gone now.

Now that I’m a Member of Parliament I know what sort of alarm Uncle would have caused.

It was a different world back in 1983.

Nelson Mandela was still a prisoner at Pollsmoor.

The Cold War was in full swing, with the Soviet Union and NATO still gripped in their paranoid nuclear standoff.
In Australia, Bob Hawke was an ambitious trade union leader in Opposition, the Newtown Jets still played at the top level of rugby league, and Neighbours was nothing but an idea in a television writer’s mind.
The Aboriginal Land Rights Act was a critical step in Australian land rights. It didn’t just give us ownership, but more importantly, it provided self-determination and self-management.
Two of my ministerial colleagues, Tony Kelly and Ian Macdonald, were in the Parliament when it was passed, and they’ve talked to me about its progress through the House.
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It recognised that land rights aren’t just symbols for Aboriginal people…

…they’re important economically, culturally, spiritually and politically.
Genuine land rights are tools to empower communities, not just pieces of paper. Land councils develop businesses, build infrastructure, maintain housing, and get people trained. 
Land councils in this State now control more than 80,000 hectares of land, worth billions, some of it in flash suburbs.
And they lobby and fight for the interests of Aboriginal people.

The law making around land and first peoples is fairly new in Australia. It began in 1993 with the Mabo decision and subsequent legislation. 

Of course we will never forget the Howard Government and their attempt in the 1990s to wind back what Eddie and his mob on Murray Island had fought for with the infamous “Ten Point Plan”.

What’s remarkable was that ten years before Mabo, we achieved freehold land in New South Wales.

Of course the gains we made in ’83 didn’t come out of the blue. 
Tonight I remind us all of that great Australian, Vincent Lingiari.
In the 1960s and 70s, Vincent Lingiari and the Gurindji people fought for and won the right to own their own land. 
In New South Wales, Aboriginal people started electing their own Land Councils, which submitted land claims.
My slightly personal connection to those days is my then partner, who was the first Registrar, and had the job of setting up all of the Councils.

Our journey in NSW really has been about survival. The brunt of British invasion has been felt the longest in our State.

Land claims came from all over the State: from places as far apart as Wilcannia and La Perouse.

In 1965, Aboriginal people and their allies in the Freedom Ride challenged the brutal segregation of country towns.

In 1967, Aboriginal people and their allies won full citizenship rights by Referendum.
The gains we made when the Aboriginal Land Rights Act was passed were just one part of a longer struggle in achieving justice, getting equality, and improving outcomes for our communities.

That struggle is about the wider issues of land, but it’s also about every family, and every community.

The Wood Response
And when it comes to communities, we all know the numbers, and we all know the problems.
In the last six years, the number of Aboriginal children in care has increased by 90%.

The likelihood of an Aboriginal child going into care is ten times greater than that of a non-Aboriginal child.

While only 4% of the State’s children are Aboriginal, indigenous kids make up 30% of the children in Out Of Home Care, and half of the children in the Juvenile Justice system. 
As I said in my press conference, this isn’t right. The situation can’t go on. We can’t let this happen to the another generation of Koori kids.
As many of you have probably heard, the Government has just issued its official response to Commissioner Wood’s Inquiry into child protection: Keep Them Safe.
Government agencies and community organisations together are going to change the way we do things.

The best line of protection for children is the family. After parents and kin, the community has a responsibility to keep kids safe, and after the community, the Government has the job of stepping in.
When I said that self-determination and self-management were vital to Aboriginal rights I meant it…

…and that’s why income management, one of Wood’s recommendations, has been rejected.

You don’t strengthen communities by removing their ability to manage themselves. You can’t force people to co-operate.
You can’t treat people without respect.

I am interested in local-based solutions which have the support of families and the community. We need to build and support services that are right for Aboriginal families.
And we need to do that creatively and proactively.

Tackling Violence

This week I will be formally launching “Tackling Violence”, a project that aims to reduce domestic violence in Indigenous communities by partnering with local rugby league clubs, state 

and local government, the ARL and NRL, and the media.

The project is modelled on the successful program run by the Normanton Stingers in north Queensland. 
Now in its third year, the Normanton program – with the fantastic slogan ‘Domestic Violence – It’s Not Our Game’, has resulted in a drop of more than 50% reported domestic violence incidences – and this figure continues to rise.

We’ve chosen 4 communities and 5 teams – the Tingha Tigers from Inverell, Windsor Wolves, the Lower Clarence Magpies, and two teams from Dubbo – Dubbo CYMS and Dubbo Macquarie. 

The great Larry Corowa is working with us to take the message to communities, and we’re developing a parallel women’s program with the help of Dixie Gordon of Mudgin-Gal and the 

Blackout violence campaign.

Domestic and family violence costs the NSW economy $2.8 million annually. The Department of Community Services’ Domestic Violence Helpline takes more than 23,000 calls per year and the DoCS Helpline has domestic violence recorded as an issue in a third of all its calls. 

The incidence and effect of domestic and family violence is one of the most serious issues affecting Aboriginal communities. NSW Aboriginal women are four times more likely than other women in NSW to be a victim of domestic and family violence and to suffer more serious injuries.

This is a fundamental disconnect between Aboriginal communities and non-Aboriginal Australia.

The Premier, in his address this Australia Day, acknowledged that:
“A third world nation festers within our own borders, shaming us all”.
We can and must do better in the way we share responsibility for our kids, as a Government, as a community, and as concerned people.

Looking forward

The NSW Aboriginal Land Council is a proud institution of Aboriginal self-government. I’ve got every confidence that the next 25 years will be as successful in fighting for self-determination as the last.
We should not look back at the gains we’ve made in the last quarter of a century with complacency. We’re not finished yet.
Our history gives us this challenge: if we’ve come so far in 25 years, what victories are we capable of winning in the next? 

I look forward, in particular, as National President of the Australian Labor Party, to soon working with a national representative Indigenous body. 
Elected, accountable, responsible bodies are nurturing grounds for leaders.
It was in the community organising sector that Barack Obama, America’s current President, got his skills and his inspiration.

I look forward to the day when we have an Aboriginal Prime Minister—or even a President.

In closing can I say: keep your humour, love your children, and thank you to so many people in this room.

Isaac Newton coined the phrase; that we see so far because we stand on the shoulders of giants. The work that I do now is a result of the strength of those shoulders—yours.
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