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A big welcome to everybody who is here today. 

This year the theme for NAIDOC week is, Our Languages Matter. 

The theme aims to bring people together to highlight and celebrate the very important 

and primary role that indigenous language plays in cultural identity. 

Language is central to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures and the languages 

spoken throughout Australia are the original languages of this land. 

They link people to country and describe cultural and spiritual attachment to land and 

water, to botanical, medicinal and navigational techniques. 

Language describes songlines; the ancestral sacred stories that are passed on from 

generation to generation. 

It is more than just words and vocalisation. 

It is in the use of sign language and the meaning we give to signs.  

It is found in what we see, hear and feel. 

It has evolved over thousands of years and we have used it to find meaning in the 

messages and signs our earth, our sky, our water, our environment, our animal and bird 

life and ecology send to us. 

It describes life, binds communities, brings people together, and provides people with a 

sense of identity and belonging. 
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Significantly, it tells of history and historical experiences of colonization, and the racism 

and prejudice this brought with it. 

In word and song, language connects us all to time and place, our ancestors and our 

culture. 

_______________________ 

Before Europeans came to Australia many aboriginal people were able to speak more 

than one language. 

Some people spoke up to five languages or dialects fluently. 

This long oral tradition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island Culture was far different to 

the dominant western culture that Europeans brought with them, where there was such 

a reliance on the written word. 

Aboriginal languages and Torres Strait Islander languages are intricate and diverse with 

each associated to an area of land that has deep ancestral connection and spiritual 

importance. 

When Europeans first came to Australia in the late eighteenth century there were some 

250 distinct language groups that covered the continent.  

And within the 250 languages there were many different dialects spoken. 

Some Indigenous languages were only ever spoken by as little as 50 to 100 people.  

From the very early days of European settlement in Australia there was a view that 

Indigenous languages were not of much value and that English was the preferred 

language. 

Government policy against Indigenous languages grew out of this view and the view 

was strengthened through education and employment policies and practices of the time. 

In the years between then and now, links between speakers of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander languages and their children, grandchildren and great grandchildren have 

been broken. 

Sadly, as time has passed, today there are only about 120 of those languages still 

spoken and many are at risk of being lost because the elders who speak the language 

are passing on. 

Indeed, at least 160 Indigenous Australian languages are now extinct.  



 

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

Many of the rest are in danger of being lost and as few as 20 are considered to be 

strong in that the language is spoken by all generations. 

These languages can be found in Northern Queensland, the Northern Territory, and 

parts of Western Australia. 

The Indigenous people of Northern Australia also speak two creole languages as well 

as their traditional languages. 

A creole is a mixed language formed by the contact of two languages. 

In Australia this means the contact between English and Australian Indigenous 

languages. 

‘Kriol’ is spoken in an area from the Kimberley across to Catherine and ‘Yumblatok’ or 

‘Torres Strait Creole’ is spoken in the Torres Strait area and parts the Cape York 

Peninsula. 

Many people in these areas speak these creoles as their first language and are the 

most commonly used languages besides English, by Indigenous people. 

Some Indigenous languages are not entirely spoken by anybody. 

In these instances, only some words and phrases are remembered and fluency in the 

language has disappeared 

All over Australia, Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians are making efforts to 

revive Indigenous languages or maintain the languages that survive today. 

Importantly, in schools, Indigenous language programs are being offered across 

Australia. For instance, in Victoria the Government has developed a Languages Other 

Than English (L.O.T.E) schools program that allows Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

students to learn Aboriginal languages. 

The learning of Indigenous languages helps Aboriginal students strengthen cultural 

identity and pride and gives non-Aboriginal students greater insight and awareness of 

Aboriginal history and culture and the original languages of this land. 

____________________________ 

In the Goulburn Murray Region, Yorta Yorta is our traditional language.  

The language has been considered dormant due to European settlement and the 

forcible removal of local Aborigines to the missions.  
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In recent years there have been efforts to reconstruct and relearn the language through 

various activities. 

Among these has been the work of two local Yorta Yorta women, Lois Peeler and 

Sharon Atkinson, who worked with Monash University’s Doctor Heather Bowe, to 

complete a project that puts together a record of Yorta Yorta research material. 

The work is entitled, “Yorta Yorta Language Heritage” and includes English-to-Yorta 

Yorta and Yorta Yorta-to-English dictionaries. 

One of our local Shepparton schools, the Gowrie Street Primary School teaches Yorta 

Yorta Language and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture as part of their 

Language Other Than English (L.O.T.E) subject. 

The Kaiela Institute has Yalca Loitchbja (Talk ‘N Tea), the Yorta language revival 

program run by Sharon Atkinson.  

These activities are helping to ensure The Yorta Yorta language is being maintained 

and revived as part of all our cultural heritage. 

_______________________ 

Rumbalara continues to be active in the local, state, and national agenda of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander affairs. 

Through our activities we are developing new song lines, writing our own stories and 

creating our own history. 

In Shepparton, we are making sure that our people’s past and history will not be 

forgotten. 

Two important projects are taking shape that will record our shared history and the 

personal history and stories of our Elders, which will be available for all of us to share 

for evermore. 

The ‘Precious Memories’ project presents videos of our Elders talking about the 

important things and events that happened to them in the past; their precious memories. 

It is a significant project that records the words and recollections of our Elders lives and 

gives us insight into the history of our people.  

The second project is the production of a children’s book that uses words and 

illustrations to describe the history of Rumbalara. 

It too will be an important record for all people to read and enjoy and gain historical 

knowledge from. 
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In this NAIDOC week it is important to celebrate the crucial role language plays in the 

history and culture of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders. 

It is reassuring to know that nationwide and locally real efforts are being made to 

document, preserve and revitalize Indigenous Australian Languages. 

It is also important to know that we are writing our own history and that the histories of 

those who came before us are being documented and recorded for preservation into the 

future. 

Please enjoy NAIDOC Week. 


