Larrakia people divided over development plan for Indigenous land in Darwin
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Darwin's Larrakia people are deeply divided over plans to develop the first piece of urban land ever returned to an Indigenous community.

The Northern Territory Government announced on Friday that it had signed a memorandum of understanding with the Gwalwa Daraniki Association.

The Association is controlled by Helen Secretary's family at Kulaluk, which hopes the deal will allow it to turn three square kilometres of land currently on a Special Purpose Lease into freehold.

Ms Secretary said the plan would allow the Association to establish a commercial corporation to help it develop areas of the land between the Darwin suburbs of Ludmilla and Nightcliff for retail, industrial and residential use.

She said the Association would use money from deals with developers to help maintain and build new houses on the Kulaluk and Minmarama communities, and build a new Indigenous community and an aged care facility.

"We can't keep asking for welfare dependency from the Government to look after our communities," Ms Secretary said.

"And Aboriginal people and Aboriginal organisations, we've got land that we can use."

The land was granted to the Gwalwa Daraniki Association by the then Northern Territory chief minister, Paul Everingham, in 1979 after recommendations from the Aboriginal Land Commissioner Edward Justice.

It followed a series of protests by Aboriginal people in Darwin and a campaign through the courts for land rights over parts of Darwin. 

A series of special purpose leases over areas including Bagot community, One Mile Dam, Kulaluk and Minmarama were granted to recognise Aboriginal peoples' connection to and cultural use of the land.

Although the Gwalwa Daraniki Association holds the Kulalak and Minmarama Special Purpose leases, the Association's make-up has changed to the point where some Larrakia and Danggalaba Kulumbirigin people, who feel they have a right to be consulted about the land's future use, say they have been excluded from decision-making.

'This whole land is our land too'

Danggalaba Kulumbirigin man Tibby Quall is related to the Secretary family, and is arguing the family does not have exclusive rights to the land because it was granted for the collective use of all Larrakia people.

"The whole land is our land too, [belonging] to all our families, and anything that takes place on the land we should be involved or consulted too about it," he said.

"We own this land and we should have a say in this land and we're very upset about that.

"Mr Giles doing a memorandum of understanding to develop the land. He hasn't consulted us, and the Secretarys and Gwalwa Daraniki haven't consulted us."

Lawyers for the Larrakia Nation Aboriginal Corporation are trying to block development with an order from the Northern Territory Heritage Council.

The council last week rejected the Nation's application, but their lawyers, the Environmental Defenders Office (EDO), plan to appeal to the NT Civil and Administrative Tribunal.

"It's premature of the Government to go ahead with this kind of memorandum of understanding prior to the outcome of this heritage process," the EDO's Northern Territory principal lawyer David Morris said.

Mr Morris is also arguing the Special Purpose Lease land is collectively owned by more of Darwin's Larrakia people than just the few families who live on it.

"The rationale behind it was to give that land back within Darwin to the Larrakia people as a whole," Mr Morris said.

"It wasn't given back to any particular family group or any particular person, it was given back to an incorporated association."

Ms Secretary has rejected the ownership claims from other Larrakia people.

"This isn't about being a Larrakia person. This about our Association and the people that live here that call it home," she said.

"Larrakia people that have got nothing to do with this area of land, have never lived on this land, have no right to talk about and objecting what we are trying to do for the future of the Gwalwa Daraniki Association and its people."

Community objections stopped previous proposals including a marina and crab farm.

Deal with developers

Planning Minister Dave Tollner is not worried about the land ownership dispute, but he is promising scrutiny of development deals and the establishment of the Association's new corporation by Treasury officials, at least in the start-up stage.

"We've said that we'd like to have some government officials involved in the record-keeping and making sure the financials are looked after," Mr Tollner said.

The Secretary family has already made a deal with developers Ernie Chin and Jape so that retail premises can be built near the McDonalds on Totem Road.

They said they were also being paid rent by Halikos to allow the developer to store piles of earth and rubble on the Special Purpose Lease.

They said they had not yet engaged developers for other sites.
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