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NATIONAL NATIVE TITLE CONFERENCE 2012 
 
Conference Title and Themes    
 
This year the conference celebrated the 20th anniversary of the Mabo Decision which was reflected 
in our title and themes – Echoes of Mabo: Honour and Determination.  The conference addressed 
the following sub themes: 
 

 Recognition, Reform, Revolution 

 Leadership and Legacies 

 Families and Youth 

 Culture and Country 
 
The conference was attended by staff and executive members of every Native Title Representative 
Body in the country and a large number of Prescribed Bodies Corporate and Indigenous people 
involved in native title and related areas of land management, governance and economic 
development.  It attracts judges, and Court registrars, National Native Title Tribunal Members and 
staff, state and federal government officials in native title and other areas, members of various 
industry groups, in particular mining and business development.  The media were also a presence at 
the conference this year, with follow up coverage. 
 
AIATSIS is proud of the strong Indigenous traditions of the conference, including the Welcome to 
Country ceremony, Indigenous Talking Circles, the Mabo Lecture, and preconference workshops for 
native title groups and their representative bodies.  The conference embraces cultural diversity 
within Indigenous society and values dynamic intercultural conversations between Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous conference delegates. 
 
The National Native Title Conference is made possible by the generous support of our sponsors.  We 
take this opportunity to provide you with feedback on the outcomes of the conference. 
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Welcome and Opening  
 
The 13th Annual National Native Title Conference was co-convened by the Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) and North Queensland Land Council (NQLC) in 
Townsville from 4-6 June 2012.  It was hosted by the Wulgurukaba and Bindal Peoples, the 
traditional owners of the wider Townsville region. 

The Wulgurukaba and Bindal Peoples gave conference delegates a warm welcome to country at the 
opening of the pre-conference workshops on the first day of the conference. The Welcome was held 
at the Poolside Terrace, Jupiter’s Casino and was attended by delegates from the Pre Conference 
Workshop as well as Senator the Hon. Chris Evans, Minister for Tertiary Education, Skills, Science and 
Research.   Elders Arthur Johnson and Angela Akee both spoke on behalf of the Wulgurukaba and 
Bindal peoples.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The highlight of the conference this year was the 20th anniversary of the Mabo Decision and it was 
fitting that the conference was held in Townsville to celebrate and participate with the Mabo family 
to honour the legacy of Eddie Koiki Mabo and the Meriam people whose determination and 
commitment changed the face of Australian law. 
 
This year, there were some 700 plus delegates attending the conference over the three days. Over 
half the delegates identified as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. The conference 
promotes native title as an agenda for justice for people and country, including the broader 
relationships between traditional owners and country. 
 
The 2012 conference program included one day of closed workshops for Indigenous people and their 

native title representative bodies and service providers, followed by the two-day Public Program for 

registered delegates. The dynamic cultural program included a Welcome to Country for all 

conference delegates on the first public program day.   
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KEYNOTE SPEAKERS AND CONFERENCE HIGHLIGHTS 

 
The Native Title Conference has built a reputation for attracting powerful and passionate speakers. 
This year was no different.  

 

High-level political engagement 
Over the National Native Title Conference’s 13-year history, policy makers, governments and the 
judiciary have come to know the event as being well organised and successfully executed. 
Governments have regularly used the conference as a key event to deliver legislative and policy 
messages to Indigenous people.  

At the 2012 National Native Title Conference both the Attorney General for Australia, the Hon. 
Nicola Roxon and the Minister for Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs the 
Hon. Jenny Macklin MP gave keynote presentations. Announcements were made regarding native 
title reform from both Ministers. These included the Attorney General announcing legislative change 
to reform Indigenous Land Use Agreements to make them more flexible and less technical and an 
announcement on income tax and capital gains tax not applying to payments from native title 
agreements.  The Attorney General also announced that Government will work with stakeholders to 
allow parties to agree to put aside issues of historical extinguishment in parks and reserves, and the 
rights to negotiate agreements and to be negotiated in ‘good faith’. The Hon. Jenny Macklin MP 
announced a review of the roles and functions of native title representative bodies and service 
providers. The Minister also announced measures to investing in the capacity of native title 
representative bodies and service providers, through training, professional development, 
placements and scholarship programs through the Aurora Project and the Native Title Research Unit 
at AIATSIS. The full speech from both Ministers can be found on our website at www.aiatsis.gov.au.  
 
The Ministers were followed by an impassioned response from the Chairperson of NQLC, Mr Errol 
Neal.  Mr Neal called on the Ministers and the delegates to remember the personal discrimination 
that many Indigenous people still encounter. 

 

  

http://www.aiatsis.gov.au/ntru/NTC12Papers.html
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The Mabo Lecture 
 
This year’s Mabo Lecture, was delivered by Professor Neil Sterritt, 
a member of the Fireweed Clan of the Gitxsan Nation in northern 
British Columbia.  Professor Sterritt addressed the legacies of 
Mabo in parallel to the landmark Canadian decision of 
Delgamuukw.  The lecture considered the opportunities and 
lessons of these decisions and strategies for the future.  
 
The session was chaired by the Australian Institute of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) Chairperson, Professor 
Mick Dodson with introductory remarks by Gail Mabo on behalf of 
her mother, Mrs Bonita Mabo.  Personal reflections on the Mabo 
case were provided by Doug Passi Chair of Mer Gedkem Le and Barrister Greg McIntyre.   

 
Indigenous leaders’ perspectives 

 
June Oscar delivered the pre-conference workshop keynote address 
entitled “Recognising and Encouraging Honour and Determination”.  
June is of Bunuba descent and was born at Fitzroy Crossing and has 
held many senior community positions, including that of Chairperson 
of the Marra Marra resource agency and CEO of the 
Marninwarntikura Women’s Resource Centre in Fitzroy Crossing and 
Chairperson of the Kimberley Language Resource Centre.  June is an 
AIATSIS Council member. 
 
Ms Oscar spoke about the courage and determination that we 
honour today. The courage to hold onto a belief, the courage to 

stand alone, the determination to keep going. She also spoke as a Bunuba claimant and about the 
key principles which guide the Bunuba people and focusing our energies on what we can all do to 
bring change. 
 
Brian Wyatt’s address to the pre-conference workshop was on Strategic issues in native title 2012-13 
and he spoke about the 20th anniversary of the Mabo decision reminding us of how much we have 
achieved over a short amount of time, or a reminder for him on how much work still to be done. 
 
Mr Wyatt also spoke about economic development as one of the key areas driving activities for a 
number of native title representative bodies across the country.  This increasing employment and 
business development allows families and communities to take advantage of the opportunities.    
There was also a need to protect our heritage sites and focus our energies on ensuring governments 
do not compromise our cultural heritage.  One of the strategic issues is to ensure Governments 
understand the need to recognise Aboriginal custodianship of cultural heritage and ensure robust 
frameworks are in place to protect and properly manage Aboriginal heritage.    
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Highlights – Pre-conference Workshop 4 June 2012  
 
A panel of NTRB and PBC CEOs and Directors discussed the evolution and future roles of NTRBs and 
Prescribed Bodies Corporate, particularly in the post determination environment.  The panel 
members included facilitator, Kym Elston (NQLC), Dewayne Mundraby (CEO, NQLC), Kim Hill 
(Northern Land Council), Keith Thomas, John Watson and Frank Davey (Kimberley Land Council) and 
Bill Lawrie (South West Aboriginal land and Sea Council). The discussion had a direct bearing on the 
review of native title organisations announced by the Minister. 
 
The concurrent program featured some of the difficulties faced by native title groups and their 
representatives, the challenges and how to work together and better in the future.  The discussion 
of ‘Agreement-making in native title: “best practice” in sight?’ found that it was far more important 
to focus on what is done rather than what is said to determine the success of an agreement.   It was 
agreed that for projects to be successful from the point of view of traditional owners, there needs to 
be a solid, unified base within the group otherwise implementation would be difficult. 
 
Staff of the Central Desert Native Title Service and the Yamatji Marlpa Aboriginal Corporation 
explored ethical practice for staff across the legal and research activities of NTRBs, and looking for 
ways to work effectively together.   
 
A number of native title groups presented on their successes and challenges, providing a rich and 
diverse snapshot of native title in practice.  Delegates heard about current negotiation frameworks, 
including the Victorian Traditional Owners Settlement Act and turning around negotiations in the 
Jangga claim.  We also heard about the difficulties confronted by the Eastern Kuku Yalanji, 
Wotjobuluk, Bardi Jawi, Yunkuntjatjarra of De Rose Hill and the Gunggandji peoples in coming to 
terms with managing native title once the celebrations of a determination have long finished. 
 
For the first time this year, a session was convened by the Boards of the NTRBs and NTSPs to meet 
together and discuss the particular issues that concern the governing committees of representative 
bodies.  We recognise that this is perhaps the only opportunity that exists for Board members to 
meet and exchange lessons and challenges.   
 
Similarly, the conference provides an opportunity for other national representative organisations to 
meet with a large number of Indigenous people.  The Congress of Australia’s First Peoples, the First 
Peoples Water Engagement Council, the Indigenous Advisory Committee to the Department  of 
Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population and Community (SEWPAC), and of course the 
National Native Title Council held a forum to discuss the way national advocacy is managed and 
coordinated and the way in which native title interacts with broader policy issues 

 
Indigenous Talking Circles 
The role of women and young people in native title was 
the focus of the two Indigenous Talking Circles held on 
the Pre Conference Day.  The women’s talking circle was 
led by the women of the NQLC Board and focused on 
building the confidence of women to take on leadership 
roles within the native title sphere.   
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Highlights – Day 1 Public Program 5 June 2012 
 
Even after 20 years, the law continues to develop around native title, and the conference is always 
an opportunity for practitioners to be updated on recent litigation outcomes.  This year’s updates 
included the upcoming compensation test case in relation to De Rose Hill, which is anticipated to set 
important principles in place for compensation claims in the future.  
 
The common theme of Day 1 of the Public Program was the importance of culturally appropriate 
partnerships and structures, decision making by those responsible and the engagement of native 
title groups early in the development phase of any project.     
 
Delegates heard detailed case studies of agreement making processes and partnerships, including 
the large scale Noongar claim in South West Western Australia, the right people for country project 
in Victoria, as well as smaller scale agreements with local governments and Department of Defence. 
 
The Department of Climate Change and Energy Efficiency convened a dialogue forum on the 
development of carbon projects on Indigenous land, following the introduction of the Carbon 
farming legislation earlier this year.  The Climate Change Indigenous leaders’ roundtable, convened 
by Parliamentary Secretary Mark Dreyfuss, was also held in conjunction with the Conference to 
maximise the participation of Indigenous organisations attending the conference.   
 
Indigenous adaptation to climate change on native title lands was also a feature for the conference 
program on day 1. A workshop on 'Changes to country and culture, changes to climate: reflections 
on Indigenous resilience and adaptation' was co-convened by research teams from AIATSIS and 
University of Melbourne.  Ngurrara traditional owners from the Yanunijarra Aboriginal Corporation, 
joined speakers from the Karajarri Traditional Lands Association and Abm Elgoring Ambung RNTBC, 
to discuss ways of using Traditional Knowledge to provide a better understanding of climate 
patterns, and of ways to adapt to and mitigate the effects of environmental changes on native title 
lands.  They argued that PBCs could play an important role in climate change adaptation and 
decision making but are currently marginalised in the climate change context. 
 
The focus on the need for PBCs to be more involved in decision-making and supported after the 
determination was echoed in presentations from Mer Gedkem Le in the Torres Strait, 
Adnyamathana in South Australia, and Waanyi and Kalkadoon in Queensland. 
 
Indigenous Business Australia announced new programs that could offer support for PBCs in 
establishing themselves and entering into economic development initiatives.   
Joint management of parks and reserves was a recurring theme over the whole conference.  In the 
Dialogue forum ‘Running the gauntlet: joint management and native title’, Native title was 
acknowledged as only one pathway to joint management as can be seen in the Traditional Owner 
Settlement Act in Victoria. Melissa George offered a range of possible alternative pathways to 
managing country and addressing biodiversity concerns through the EPBC Act.  
 
Melissa George explained the role of the Indigenous Advisory Committee and Ian Campbell-Fraser 
from the Victorian Government spoke about how difficult it is to meet joint management objectives 
when funding is insecure.  The discussion continued on Day 2 with joint management case studies 
from South Australia, the wet tropics and the Northern Territory. 
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Highlights – Day 2 Public Program 6 June 2012 
 
To mark the 20th anniversary of the Mabo Case, a panel of individuals who have been involved in 
native title from the beginning reflected upon the legacy of 
Mabo, the expectations of the time and the good, bad and ugly of 
native title including its social, political, economic and cultural 
impacts. Marcia Langton, Wayne Bergmann, Kevin Smith and 
Daryl Cronin, all provided personal reflections on what native title 
has achieved since 1992.  Dr Ramy Bulan, Indigenous law 
professor from Malaysia, provided an international perspective 
on the legacy of Mabo for Indigenous peoples around the world.  
 
The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice 
Commissioner, Mick Gooda, facilitated a panel discussion on 
Indigenous governance and self-Government.  The panel, which 
included AIATSIS Chairperson Mick Dodson, and Registrar of 
Indigenous Corporations, Anthony Bevan, discussed long term 
strategies for effective and legitimate governance for Indigenous communities beyond the circles of 
government  This included proposals for developing training for Indigenous people that goes beyond 
capacity building and toward in the highest levels of administration and governance.  

 
Natural resource management was also discussed on Day2, including the controversial issues of 
traditional hunting practices and the taking of resources.  A group of native title holders and 
traditional fishermen presented their perspectives on the importance of traditional hunting and the 
steps that have been taken to ensure the sustainability and ethics of those practices by native title 
groups themselves.   
 
The role and responsibilities of native title holders for the management of their lands was also 
discussed in the context of weeds management, as an example of legislative frameworks that 
interact with native title but have not been fully considered in the native title context.   

 
The closing Plenary saw perspectives from the key native title institutions reflecting on the next 20 
years of native title.  The keynote presentation was given by retiring Judge of the Federal Court, 
Justice Paul Finn, followed by the National Native Title Council, Deputy Chair, Kevin Smith, National 
Congress Co-chair, Les Malezar, and Federal Government representatives, Kym Duggan and Caroline 
Edwards.    
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CULTURAL SOCIAL PROGRAM 
  
Conference Artwork 
Alick Tipoti is a Torres Strait Islander and his artwork Waru Thurul means turtle tracks.  This inspired 
our logo for the National Native Title Conference in Townsville and was fitting for the 20th 
anniversary of the Mabo decision.   Alick is most diligent about what he sees as his responsibility to 
document the stories, genealogies, songs and other aspects of his culture so that it is available for 
future generations to learn, understand and practice.   

 

Trade Fair 
Sponsors were given the opportunity to set up a stall on both public days of the conference.   NTRU 

provided sponsors with exhibition space, a table and chairs and 
organised for sponsors promotional materials and publications 
to be delivered to the conference venue.  Throughout the 
conference, delegates were able to browse and purchase 
goods from the conference Trade Fair which enable local 
Indigenous people to exhibit, display and sell art, craft and 
other products.  The trade fair is also an ideal way to gain 
access to large numbers of native title stake-holders – 
providing a unique opportunity to have face-to-face 
conversations with the ability to provide your own materials 
for further reference.  

 
 

Conference Dinner 
The conference dinner presents a strong networking opportunity for delegates in a relaxed 
atmosphere.  This year, as per tradition, the entertainment was a combination of national and local 
talent.  The Master of Ceremonies was the comedian, Sean 
Choolburra originally from Townsville.  Sean kept the 
proceedings moving with his comedic talent and much fun 
and laughter kept the crowd entertained.  Originally from 
Mer (Murray Island) in the Torres Strait, King Kadu is a 
prominent Australian and Indigenous musician who is now 
based in Melbourne.  He was accompanied by a vocal trio, the 
Sunshine Sisters. We also had the band Mop and the Drop 
Outs from Brisbane who had the crowd up and dancing.   
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SPONSORSHIP 
Exposure for sponsors – report on 2012 
 

Speeches 
AIATSIS Chair, Mick Dodson thanks and outlines each of the Conference’s sponsors at the Official 
welcome and opening of the Conference.  Dr Lisa Strelein thanked and outlined each of the sponsors 
at the closing plenary.  Sponsors are thanked and introduced according to their level of sponsorship, 
beginning with Principal Sponsor and following through to Conference supporters.  Sponsors were 
also outlined, acknowledged and thanked during Dr Lisa Strelein’s address to attendees at the 
Conference’s formal end of conference dinner. 
 
The official welcome and opening and closing plenary sessions are Conference highlights, attracting 
large audiences and featuring prestigious keynote speakers – with the scene set by Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander cultural performances that open the day’s session. 
 
This year attention was even greater with the celebration of the 20th anniversary of the Mabo 
decision.  The conference attracted significant media coverage before, during and after the 
conference.  AIATSIS also provided sponsors only banners on them displayed at the entrance to the 
main auditorium. 
 
Sponsors logos were prominently displayed on a large screen at the opening plenary session of each 
day as well as during breaks.  The screen measured 12 x 9 on stage. Sponsors appear and remain on 
screen for certain measured time periods according to their level of sponsorship.  The process begins 
with the acknowledgement of Principal sponsor whose logo stands alone on the screen and 
following through to conference supporters which share a screen. 

 
Conference Materials 
Sponsors who were able to commit to supporting the conference prior to production deadlines also 
saw their logo receive prominent placement on the outside back cover of the Conference Booklet 
and Folder.  All conference delegates received these items in their conference packs – many collect 
and keep the booklet due to the high quality of its content and design. 

 

Conference Website 
Sponsors are featured on the conference website – with logos and a brief description displayed on 
the dedicated “sponsors”.  
http://wired.ivvy.com/event/NT2012/sponsor 

 

  

http://wired.ivvy.com/event/NT2012/sponsor
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Our Valued Sponsors 
 
The conference attracted $222,500 sponsorship to support the participation of Indigenous 
delegates.  Attorney General’s Department and FaHCSIA were the principal conference sponsors 
with the Hess Corporation as our major sponsor.  Additional sponsors were Peabody Energy, 
Indigenous Business Australia, and Caring for our Country, National Native Title Tribunal, Events 
Queensland, Indigenous Land Corporation, Minerals Council of Australia and Closing the Gap.  Our 
conference supporters included Plan B Trustees, CSIRO, Australian Electoral Commission and Koori 
Mail. With the sponsors generosity we were able to sponsor 96 delegates to attend this year’s 
conference, which included Traditional Owners, Indigenous Speakers, and members of PBCs, NTRBs 
and NTSPs. 
 
At the conference dinner, Lhere Artepe Aboriginal Corporation accepted the handover for the 
National Native Title Conference 2013 to be held in Alice Springs. We look forward to you joining us 
again next year in Alice Springs 

 
Future Sponsorship 
If you are interested in working with AIAIATS to sponsor next year’s National Native Title 
Conference, please contact the Conference Manager or the Conference Assistant  
 
 

Conference Manager 
Jennifer Jones  
Ph: 02 6261 4250 
Jennifer.Jones@aiatsis.gov.au    

Conference Assistant 
Shiane Lovell 
02 6246 1108 
Shiane.Lovell@aiatsis.gov.au 

 

  

mailto:Jennifer.Jones@aiatsis.gov.au
mailto:Shiane.Lovell@aiatsis.gov.au
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Thank you 


