The Chair

Heritage Council

PO Box 4198

DARWIN NT 0801
heritagecouncil@nt.gov.au
Dear Sir/Madam
Re: The Heritage Significance of the Kulaluk Lease Area
I strongly support the registration of the Kulaluk Lease Area as a heritage site under the Northern Territory Heritage Act
Kulaluk is a 301 hectare area of mangroves, monsoon forest, freshwater wetlands and savannah bushland in suburban Darwin returned to Larrakia people in 1979 after an eight-year-long struggle for land rights. During that struggle, recorded for 13 years in the Aboriginal newsletter “Bunji”, the Larrakia campaign for recognition became a focus of the national campaign for land rights in the 1970s. 

Some significant events associated with the Kulaluk claim were the raising of a flag outside the Darwin Supreme Court to claim back Darwin, recognition in the final report of the Aboriginal Land Rights Commissioner, Judge A E Woodward in 1974, and a hearing of the claim by the Interim Aboriginal Land Commissioner Judge R C Ward in 1975, followed by a favourable judgement recommending that Kulaluk be returned to “Larrakia and associated Aborigines.” 

At the hand-over of the lease in August 1979, the Chief Minister, Paul Everingham stated, “The land on which Darwin is situated belonged to the Larrakia before the white man first came to the Northern Territory...” As Dr David Ritchie states in his 2016 report to the Heritage Council, “Official recognition of the place of the Larrakia in the emerging township was a recurring theme in the early history of Darwin.” In that context, the Kulaluk lease Area is a fitting memorial to the Larrakia ancestors who strove courageously for recognition of their claims since 1869.

Between 1938 and 1965, the Kulaluk Lease Area was within the greater Bagot Aboriginal Reserve, chosen for the area's significance by Larrakia elders to replace the inner-city Kahlin Compound. During those years an unrecorded number of burials took place on the reserve, ceremonies were conducted on areas still remembered as sites of significance and the mangroves and tidal areas were used as a source of food and a place of recreation. 

Significant sites, heritage trees and historical sites, including WWII sites, on the lease have not all been recorded because it was presumed that once the land was returned to Larrakia the sites would be in safe hands. As Mr Justice Ward stated during the hearing into the Kulaluk claim (page 155): “Quite frankly I think there is more chance of the environment being preserved if the land is handed over to the Aborigines than if it is taken over by Europeans.”

Developments in keeping with the registration of the lease could be interpretative, cultural and educational activites, pathways, signage, reafforestation, fire control, and religious, recreational and cultural activities managed by a representative land trust. Rather than alienate the land for the short term benefit of a few as suggested by commercial developers, the proper management of the lease would preserve the environment, provide employment and facilitate racial understanding in Darwin.

The nomination of the Kulaluk Lease under the Heritage Act has been supported by the Larrakia Nation Aboriginal Corporation who have won several appeals under the Heritage Act. As a result, a report by Dr David Ritchie of Capricornia Consulting invited the Heritage Council to find that the Kulaluk Lease strongly meets criteria covering: cultural history (s.11(a)), and special association with the life or works of a person of importance in the Territory's history (s.11(h)).” 

Dr Ritchie concluded: “The history of Kulaluk is located within a recurring tradition of claims and assertions by the Larrakia of both their enduring rights to land within the town area and their special relationship with the people and government of Darwin based on a shared history and reciprocal acknowledgment of these rights.”

This submission urges the Heritage Council and the Minister to finally and emphatically acknowledge our shared history by declaring the Kulaluk Lease as a heritage site under the NT Heritage Act, as nominated by the Larrakia Nation Aboriginal Corporation.

Yours sincerely,

