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Since time immemorial we have occupied this space.  We are the land 

and the land is we.  From the beginning our lore was founded from the 

land.  We are the first environmental socialist society.  The land created 

an environment for creatures and people to exist. 

Within this context a harmonious life existed on the basis that all living 

things had a right of being.  You lived within the capability of the 

environment to sustain life and the people cared for the environment 

to provide life for all creatures great and small. 

Our Lore was specific  

Restricted population growth based on resource availability.  

Hunting, gathering and fishing for tribes, clans and family groups were 

species specific. 

Interdimensional spheres of the astrophysical to zoological panoramas 

and all in-between providing restrictions to areas of settlement, 

horticulture and agriculture and the harvesting there of.  
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Just to name a few. 

Within the structures of communities laws were specific. 

Elders, Women and Children were highly respected. 

Members killed or maimed for contempt within society. 

Walking in the shadow of women at specific seasonal periods. 

All people contributed and held specific titles within tribes/clans. 

Just to name a few. 

Let us fast forward to 1788 and the arrival of the first fleet. 

Within our culture the white spirits hold significant status.  To see many 

white spirits travelling over water in bright clothing and landing was a 

huge curiosity for the first people.  The famous painting depicting an 

exchange between an Aboriginal man and Captain Cook of a red rag 

was considered the sale of Australia.  Regardless of whether either 

understood the language of each other it came to being law that the 

land was exchanged for a red cloth. 

The Doctrine of Discovery was used to justify the declaration of British 

sovereignty over Australia and its indigenous peoples.  

As a result of the Doctrine, the delusion that white people and 

Christianity had certain ‘divine rights’ was entrenched in the policies of 

colonial and post-colonial societies 

It entrenched the legal fiction of the concept of terra nullius. 

It allowed for atrocious behavior against Indigenous peoples  
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From here on the colonist became the rulers of the savages. 

Laws allowed the slaughter of men, women and children. 

Traditional languages and culture were forbidden and destroyed. 

This, the destruction of culture 

Laws allowed the abuse of women and children. 

This, the disruption and destruction of families and communities 

Laws allowed the theft of land. 

Here we lost ownership of our lands and heritage 

 A resources grab  

Laws allowed the abuse at the hand of researchers. 

Here we lost ownership and control of our stories 

 Lost control of our histories 

 Here, fiction became fact 

Missionaries came along and wanting to protect the people from abuse 

introduced another system of laws. 

The Bible and its TEN COMMANDMENTS. 

“We shall cure you of your heathen ways.” 

Forced removals 

White Australia 

Assimilation and the Stolen Generations  
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An end to the “Aboriginal Problem” 

Even as recently as the last couple of years, Australian State 

Governments have attempted to shut down Aboriginal Communities 

because they were deemed ‘unsustainable’ and that supplying services 

to them was ‘too expensive’. 

It was only in 1967 that constitutional changes allowed for the counting 

of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population in the official 

census.  

It was only in 1992, after the high court handed down its historic Mabo 

decision did the idea of Terra Nullius, the empty land, get overturned. 

Only then was there official recognition that Australia was inhabited by 

indigenous cultures before the white man arrived. 

Today, governments and corporations still use the legal lineage of the 

Doctrine of Discovery to assert claims to natural resources such as gas 

and iron ore.  

Pharmaceutical companies still use it to assert claims over natural 

medicines used by indigenous people. 

The Catholic Church has not to this day, repudiated the Doctrine of 

Discovery. 

This has been for the larger part of the last two hundred and thirty 

years, the Aboriginal experience of European and Australian law, the 

imposition of that law, and living by that law. 

Given this history; 

A history of a lack of equality 
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A history of a lack of justice 

And a history of a lack of recognition   

How can it not be that a complex set of historical, social, economic, and 

cultural factors combine to present a profile of an indigenous 

population whose life outcomes fall far below that of the wider 

Australian community? 

How can it not be that social determinants such as lower educational 

participation rates, lack of employment opportunities, housing and 

homelessness, and lack of appropriate support inevitably lead to higher 

rates of contact with the legal and justice systems by members of our 

indigenous community? 

We live in an Australia where Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders 

account for just over a quarter of the total prisoner population. 

This for a population that makes up just three percent of the total 

population. 

Here in Victoria, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander imprisonment 

rate is 11 times the non-indigenous imprisonment rate. 

For our young people, the rate is 12 times the non-indigenous rate. 

Crucially, when we are talking of justice we are also talking about the 

victims of crime as well.  

We are also talking about the victims of child abuse and family and 

domestic violence. 

We have to seek ways to redress these problems and the issues that 

underlie them. 



2017 © Copyright Rumbalara Aboriginal Co-operative. All rights reserved. 
 

We know, factors influencing indigenous over representation in the 

justice system include lack of appropriate support programs and 

inadequate access to legal representation. 

We also know, Indigenous people coming into contact with the justice 

system will have significant health and social problems. 

Poor mental health and mental illness are at much higher levels than in 

the non-Indigenous community. 

People who have drug and alcohol abuse issues, mental health issues 

and mental illness all have an increased risk of developing chronic 

diseases through their risk taking behaviours and life styles. 

And these risk taking behaviours also mean they are far more likely to 

come into contact with the criminal justice system. 

Rumbalara is in a unique position. 

We have developed an integrated and holistic service model that takes 

account of the whole person presenting to us for assistance. 

We have developed models of care that give people the tools to 

empower themselves to take responsibility for their own lives, with our 

support. 

In doing this, we place strong emphasis on our communities cultural 

and spiritual health. 

I am excited to think that with the implementation of this new legal aid, 

community legal service partnership, through the running of this new 

pilot program, Rumbalara goes further down the track of offering our 
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community an integrated and holistic service and program response to 

the needs of our community. 

And it is particularly exciting to think that the therapeutic approach that 

is to be taken by this program, brings to us a model of practice that 

breaks the shackles of age old notions of the lawyer client relationship, 

and seeks to support a more humanized approach. 

I see a very symbiotic relationship here. 

One where the services and programs offered by Rumbalara can very 

safely sit alongside and be supported by the knowledge, skills and 

expertise that the legal service will bring to the table. 

This is a long way from the days when the Doctrine of Discovery held 

sway in informing the ways the laws of the land were to be 

implemented and forced upon us. 

And it shows the benefits of engaging in a conversation that takes 

account of history and stories. 

Conversations that are listened to, and that all parties will seek to 

understand each other’s point of view, will inevitably get better 

outcomes for all concerned. 

If we don’t have conversations where all seek to understand, we often 

get war. 

This pilot program will involve an ongoing conversation. 

We will seek to know what works and what doesn’t. 

What needs to stay as is, and what needs to change over time. 

Appropriate evaluation will need to be a cornerstone of this program. 
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It will give us the opportunity to do further research, identify issues, 

develop case studies and suggest culturally appropriate responses to 

assist us in alleviating and addressing the identified issues and 

problems. 

I want this program to progress beyond the pilot stage.  

I want this program to become a permanent and intrinsic support to 

the individuals, families and communities that Rumbalara serves. 

I want it to become indispensable in trying to deal with the legal and 

justice issues that are apparent in our community. 

I am looking forward to working in partnership with this pilot program 

over the next two years and longer. 

Thank you.  

 

 

 


