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ABOUT THIS YEAR'S NATIONAL NATIVE TITLE CONFERENCE

In 2017 the National Native Title Conference was convened by the Australian Institute of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) and the North Queensland Land Council (NQLC) on 
the traditional lands of the Gurambilbarra Wulgurukaba people, Townsville Queensland.  The 
conference was held at the Townsville Entertainment and Convention Centre from Monday 5 - 
Wednesday 7 June 2017.

This year we celebrated the 25th anniversary since the High Court of Australia’s momentous Mabo 
decision. The Court overturned terra nullius and recognised the continuity of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples’ rights to lands and waters under Indigenous laws and customs.

By acknowledging a wrong and seeking to make it right, the Mabo decision occupies a vital place in 
the story of Australia. In the past 25 years, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have seized 
the opportunities the decision presented, though the way has not been easy. 

The year’s conference was an opportunity to reflect upon the impact of the decision and examine 
how we can do better. It was a chance to honour those who fought for recognition and learn from 
those who are forging new paths today.

The 2017 conference program was reflected through the following themes by over 150 speakers:

•  Looking back: this theme invited discussion of the legacy of the Mabo case and the   
 legal and policy changes that followed. It connected the decision with the broader    
 context of Indigenous peoples’ struggle for land justice and self–determination.

•  Looking around us: this theme examined the current priorities, challenges and new   
 opportunities for Indigenous peoples’ lands, waters and communities, and the role   
 that native title can play in realising that vision. 

•  Looking forward: the recognition of native title is one step in a journey. This theme   
 explored possible futures for Indigenous peoples’ on their land and seas, and ways   
 that Australia society can build a future based on respect for Aboriginal and Torres   
 Strait Islander peoples.

Each conference is strongly supported by native title representative bodies, native title claimants 
and holders, their legal counsel, native title practitioners such as anthropologists, government 
institutions and departments, politicians, judges, academics and others.
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ABOUT THE CO-CONVENORS

AUSTRALIAN INSTITUTE OF ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER STUDIES

The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) is at the forefront 
of research led by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, who are involved as researchers, 
partners and drivers of our research priorities and projects. We lead by example in conducting 
research to the highest ethical standards and we have a genuine commitment to building pathways 
for knowledge exchange.

Our research is not only high quality, but more importantly, contributes to the wellbeing of 
Indigenous Australians and has direct benefit to the communities we work with. Our work allows us 
to build upon and contribute to the knowledge contained within our collections.

Our partnerships are essential. They connect Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities 
and organisations with researchers, policy makers and practitioners to address the questions they 
want answered, with outcomes that can be implemented, shared and built upon.

It is the grounded nature of our research that places us in a position to influence and inform 
policies and practices of importance to Indigenous Australians.

We are committed to fostering the new generation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
researchers and engaging Indigenous Australians in the research process. We specialise in the 
areas of languages and cultural expression, native title and traditional ownership, education and 
cultural transmission, governance development and public policy, health and wellbeing, and land 
and water.
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NORTH QUEENSLAND LAND COUNCIL 

The North Queensland Land Council (NQLC) is the recognised Native Title Representative Body for 
its region, representing approximately 38,000 Aboriginal traditional owners and residents. NQLC’s 
region covers approximately 943,300 km2 of lands and waters, with approximately 411,164 km2 of 
this being land.

The region is as diverse in its landscapes as it is in its culture, covering the marine environment 
of the Great Barrier Reef, to seven (7) bioregions on land. These bioregions include the Central 
Queensland Coast, Brigalow Belt, Wet Tropics of the coastal and upland areas, Einasleigh Uplands 
and Desert Uplands, Mitchell Grass Downs and the Savannah Gulf Plains.

NQLC has been representing its constituents since its incorporation in March 1994, achieving 
47 native title consent determinations - the second highest of any NTRB; and has negotiated 
numerous land use agreements to ensure maximum benefit to the traditional owners of their 
region.

It is NQLC’s mission to ensure that the native title rights and interests of every traditional owner 
within their region is legally recognised, and for Aboriginal people to benefit culturally, socially and 
economically from the secure possession of their traditional land and waters.

NQLC is controlled by a Board of Directors in accordance with the Corporations (Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander) Act 2006. Members of the Board are elected by the residents on a ward 
system which is designed to ensure that there is representation across the geographic area 
covered by the NQLC. The nine (9) representative wards represented are Cairns, Yarrabah, Innisfail, 
Tableland, Mount Garnet, Tully/Palm Island, Charters Towers/Hughenden, Townsville and Mackay/
Proserpine.

To learn more about the North Queensland Land Council, please visit their website:  
www.nqlc.com.au



Sponsorship Report6 7

Kevin Smith CEO of Queensland South Native Title Services (QSNTS) delivered the NTRB and PBC 
Program keynote address. Mr Smith, a Torres Strait Islander who grew up in Townsville paid his 
respects to Indigenous activists Eddie Koiki Mabo and John Kooowarta. Mr Smith cautioned native 
title holders to resist making compensation applications that result in revised or adverse findings 
upon existing determinations of native title. Land and waters held under native title and Aboriginal 
land rights amounts to almost 40% of the land mass of the Australian continent. Strategically 
managing the totality of the native title estate means being united and Mr Smith warned that 
disagreements within and between Indigenous political communities must be resolved in the spirit 
of mutual benefit and collaboration. Mr Smith also stated that there is an urgent need for (1) a 
national network of PBCs and (2) the proper resourcing of PBCs to manage the post determination 
native title estate. 

Alongside the Indigenous Talking Circles and Youth Forum, the first day of the conference offered 
a range of sessions designed and inclusive of Native Title Representative Bodies (NTRBs), Service 
Providers (NTSPs) and Prescribed Bodies Corporate (PBCs). 

This year saw a focus on building stronger native title organisations with NTRBs and PBCs sharing 
information on regional service delivery and economic coordination, models for assessing and 
developing PBC capability, lessons learned from developing through leveraging resources from 
native title agreements and settlements and opportunities for national PBC representation.  

DAY 1: NTRB AND PBC PROGRAM

Wulgurukaba Walkabout Dancers

Photo credits: Andrew Turner

Kevin Smith keynote address Welcome to country by Mrs Iris Glenbar
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INDIGENOUS TALKING CIRCLES

The Indigenous talking circles are an important part of the conference program as they provide an 
opportunity for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander delegates to talk freely about the impact of 
native title and other land based rights and activities on their communities. 

This year, the Women’s Indigenous Talking Circle was led by Sandra Creamer, Leann Wilson, 
Joanne Cassady and June Oscar AO. The discussion focused on Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women’s empowerment and the move towards self-determination.

The Indigenous Men’s Talking Circle was facilitated by Gary Mooney and Phil Rist from the North 
Queensland Land Council. The Talking Circle discussed a number of important issues identified by 
delegates including the place of young Indigenous men, and being positive agents in the health and 
wellbeing of communities. The opportunity to come together was widely acknowledged as having 
immense value. Delegates identified future opportunities in bringing Indigenous men together in 
a more organised setting and with more time. Delegates appreciated the opportunity provided by 
the Talking Circle and indicated that AIATSIS should continue to provide this opportunity at future 
Native Title Conferences. 

Women’s Indigenous Talking Circle panel: 
Joanne Cassady, Leann Wilson, Florence Watson, June Oscar AO, and Sandra Creamer 

Photo credit: Jaylee Martin



Sponsorship Report8 9

Youth forum delegates. Photo credits: Amy Williams

YOUTH FORUM

The 2017 Youth Forum was facilitated at the National Native Title Conference, Townsville. This 
forum brought together young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people from various parts of 
Australia with a mutual interest in native title. Delegates shared their stories and drew strength 
from common experiences. Break-out groups explored the challenges and opportunities for young 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in native title processes in both their communities and 
nationally. Some of the challenges that were identified included feeling shame when speaking up 
at meetings, having adequate education on native title processes and being supported to assume 
leadership roles in their communities. Delegates found that the Youth Forum is an effective and 
appropriate way to explore these issues and many more. The addition of a social function for youth 
delegates was welcomed and further enhanced the connections that were and continue to be 
formed. Delegates finished by providing strategies as to how to further build and strengthen the 
Youth Forum at future National Native Title Conferences.
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Photo credits: Andrew Turner

This year’s welcome reception was held on the grounds of the Townsville Entertainment and 
Convention Centre.  

Gurambilbara Wulgurukaba traditional owner, Virginia Wyles welcomed over 650 delegates to 
her country. Following the official welcome to country, delegates had the pleasure to watch 
the Wulgurukaba Walkabout Dancers, who showcased a range of dancers that represented 
Gurambilbara Wulgurukaba country.

Delegates were welcomed by AIATSIS Chairperson, Donisha Duff, NQLC Chairperson, Kaylene 
Malthouse on behalf of the conference co-convenors, followed by a short speech from NQLC Board 
Member Terry O’Shane. AIATSIS CEO Craig Ritchie was the Master of Ceremonies for the evening.

Delegates also had the privilege to see a cultural performance by the Yarrabah Dancers. The 
Dancers traveled all the way from Yarrabah, to perform a number of different dancers to celebrate 
the NQLC’s role as co-convenor. Their main performance of the night was called the ‘Crocodile 
Dance’, which reflected and celebrated the NQLC’s totem.  

Following the official proceedings, delegates networked in a relaxed atmosphere. 

WELCOME RECEPTION– 

Welcome to country by Virginia Wyles

Wulgurukaba Walkabout Dancers Yarrabah Dancers
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DAY 2: PUBLIC PROGRAM

The public program on Day 2 reflected back on Mabo decision with photographic presentation 
on the Mabo litigation and included a range of issues that native title claimants and holders are 
currently engaged with, from decision-making and authorisation to ethical native title research and 
principles of compensation. 

One theme of the day was engagement of native title holders, including youth, with legislation and 
policy. This theme was explored through presentations and workshops on engagement with cultural 
heritage, land management – particularly fire and marine management, and partnerships in energy 
security. 

Also, there was a focus on native title rights for fresh water and sea country, with presentations 
working with the frustration many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples expressed to 
address new ways forward, for legal rights to and management of water. 

Melicha Woodcock, Greg McIntyre, Bonita Mabo and 
Dr Bryan Keon-Cohen AM QC

Meriam Representatives 

June Oscar AO and Gail Mabo with the Pride and Passion coin

Meriam Dancers

– 

The Mabo decision entrenched the recognition of the rights of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australian 

law and created a policy environment for agreement making. It is only logical that we advance our rights to be 

constitutionally accepted so that we have a voice which will be heard forever.– 'June Oscar AO'
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Representatives of the Meriam plaintiffs and Mer Island Dancers travelled from Mer Island to be a 
part of this year’s conference to celebrate the 25th anniversary of the Mabo Case. 

Minister for Indigenous Affairs, Senator the Hon. Nigel Scullion spoke about sea country, native 
title holder support, rangers, and announced $30 million for a new four-year ‘capacity building for 
Indigenous Rangers Strategy’. 

June Oscar AO presented the 2017 Mabo lecture commemorating the 25th anniversary of the 
Mabo decision. Dr Oscar who commenced her term as Australia’s first female Social Justice 
Commissioner in April 2017 began her address with strength and emotion in her language Bunuba. 
For the many of her countrymen and women in the audience this was a poignant, powerful and 
emotional moment. 

June expressed exasperation at the despairing delays of the native title process and lamented 
the passing of her old people and elders who have not lived to see justice.  As the previous 
chairperson of the Bunuba PBC she lamented the failure to achieve a comprehensive and readily 
understandable native title policy and she expressed the urgent need for resourcing of PBCs who 
administer native title estates post determination or settlement of claims.

MABO LECTURE

June Oscar AO delivering the 2017 Mabo Lecture 

Photo credits: Andrew Turner

– 

The Mabo decision entrenched the recognition of the rights of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australian 

law and created a policy environment for agreement making. It is only logical that we advance our rights to be 

constitutionally accepted so that we have a voice which will be heard forever.– 'June Oscar AO'
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DAY 3: PUBLIC PROGRAM

On the 25th anniversary of the Mabo (2) judgment, Professor Mick Dodson AO spoke of the ten year 
battle that Eddie Mabo and the Meriam plaintiffs courageously fought to secure native title in the 
landmark Mabo 2 decision of 1992. Professor Dodson reflected on the referendum of 1967 and later 
the passage of the Racial Discrimination Act 1975 Cth that underpinned the judgment in Mabo (1) 
in 1988: for without Mabo (1) there could be no Mabo (2). He also reflected on the 20th anniversary 
of the Bringing Them Home Report and the intergenerational trauma that persists for Indigenous 
political communities as a direct result of many generations of forcibly removing Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander children from their families. 

Our focus on youth was significantly developed this year, from our powerful keynote address by 
Murrawah Johnson to the success of the Youth Forum. We look forward to seeing how the native 
title generation will further the conversation and work on constitutional recognition and treaty, and 
how their voices will shape future policies. 

Our speakers on Day 3, public program, considered the future of native title and what it may bring 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples through land reform, resource management and 
development and legal reforms around native title rights. 

There was also a focus on the future of PBCs with continued presentations and discussions on 
resources for PBCs and economic and commercial development. 

At a massive, sold out conference dinner, 640 delegates and guests came together to celebrate the 
end of the 2017 conference. 

AIATSIS CEO Craig Ritchie presented the closing remarks at the conference dinner and thanked 
the co-convenors, the North Queensland Land Council, the hosts, the Gurambilbarra Wulgurukaba 
traditional owners and acknowledged and thanked all sponsors.

Following official proceedings, delegates were entertained by the 2014 X-Factor contestant Rochelle 
Pitt, and The Nightshift band. Both acts had delegates on their feet dancing the night away. 

CONFERENCE DINNER

Keynote speakers Murrawah Johnson and Professor Mick Dodson AM Kevin Smith and Glen Kelly on the last day of the conference

Photo credits: Andrew Turner
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FISHING EXHIBITION

The Living Off Our Waters online exhibition was officially launched at the conference. The exhibition 
combined initial findings of the AIATSIS Livelihood values of Indigenous customary fishing project 
with desktop research and contemporary and historical media to create an overview of the 
importance of fishing to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities around Australia.

For the duration of the conference, attendees were able to access the online exhibition on tablets 
at the exhibition stall, which were quite popular. The official launch on the first day of the public 
program was conducted by incoming AIATSIS Council member Steve Kinnane and supported by 
Peter Miller (Far West Coast Aboriginal Corporation), Doreen Collins and Gerard Morgan (Crocodile 
Islands Rangers), and Rob Chewying and Wally Stewart (NSW Aboriginal Fishing Rights Group), who 
spoke to the impact of the exhibition and project on their communities.

Both the launch and the exhibition garnered positive reviews from attendees, including a number 
of traditional owners who were interested in contributing material to the exhibition, or producing 
something similar for their own communities. The Indigenous Affairs Minister visited the stall, met 
with project lead Dr Rod Kennett and offered to support a fact-finding trip to Erub in the Torres 
Strait for the project partner organisations. Justice Mortimer of the Federal Court of Australia also 
took a personal interest in the exhibition and project, and asked to be sent a copy of the final report.

Senator the Hon. Nigel Scullion, Minister for Indigenous Affairs, at the exhibition stall with  
Rob Chewying and Wally Stewart, NSW Aboriginal Fishing Rights Group, and Dr Rod Kennett, AIATSIS.  

Photo credit: Andrew Turner
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TRADE FAIR

The conference trade fair hosted 17 exhibitors throughout the three day conference, including local 
Indigenous artists and conference sponsors. 

The trade fair is an ideal opportunity for engaging with a large number of native title stakeholders 
and delegates face to face. 

SPONSORED DELEGATES 

Through the generous support of our sponsors, AIATSIS was able to sponsor a large number 
of Indigenous people to attend the 2017 conference as speakers, chairs and delegates. AIATSIS 
provided full sponsorsorship to over 85 people, and partially sponsored over 45 people to attend. 
Delegates traveled from every state and territory (excluding Tasmania), and there was an even 
gender balance between those sponsored.

Australian Electoral Commission trade stall Reconciliation Australia trade stall

Photo credits: Andrew Turner

Michelle Weare arts and crafts trade stall Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet trade stall



Sponsorship Report14 15

SPONSORS

This year the conference had thirteen sponsors and we were able to raise $210,00. This funding 
was used to subsidise the registration fee, making it affordable for attendees to attend and sponsor 
130 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to attend the conference as speakers, chairs and 
delegates.

The National Native Title Conference 2017 Sponsors:

Principal Sponsors: The Indigenous Land Corporation, the Department of the Prime Minister and  
Cabinet 

Sponsors: Abbott Native Title Trustees, Australian Electoral Commission, CSIRO, Minerals Council 
of Australia, Newmont Australia, Reconciliation Australia

Supporters: Office of the Registrar of Indigenous Corporations, On Country Heritage and 
Consulting, Marrawah Law Pty Ltd, Perpetual, Yinhawangka Charitable Trust

Sponsors were acknowledged throughout the three day program, including at the plenary sessions, 
welcome reception and the conference dinner. Sponsors were promoted prior, during and after the 
conference through printed and online materials.

AIATSIS AND THE NORTH QUEENSLAND LAND COUNCIL WISH TO THANK ALL OF THIS YEAR'S SPONSORS FOR THEIR 

SUPPORT AND CONTRIBUTION TOWARDS THE 'NATIONAL NATIVE TITLE CONFERENCE 2017'–  

'OUR LAND IS OUR BIRTHRIGHT: MABO25 & BEYOND'–




