PO Box 425
Maylands, WA 6931

7 July 2014

The Editor

NT News

GPO Box 1300, Darwin NT 0801

Dear Sir

Congratulations to the NT News for Paul Toohey’s in-depth investigation of inequalities in payments to clan groups in North East Arnhem Land (“When rights go wrong”, July 5). Aboriginal Corporations are now major asset holders and players in the NT economy and should be held responsible and investigated no differently to any other businesses. The members of these bodies who are missing out are too often left voiceless with nowhere to turn in seeking justice.

As the darling of the national media, the leading player in the Gumatj clan can do no wrong and has been immune to criticism, until Toohey’s fearless expose.
However, for the sake of getting the history right, two points made by the report should be corrected.  Toohey notes, “Rirratjingu persistence helped create the Northern Territory’s Aboriginal Land Rights Act”, and that “Roy Marika [was] then the undisputed face of land rights in Australia.” 
However, land rights was not won by court action but by struggle. Following the heroic stand by the Wave Hill people, a ragged band of Larrakia and supporters in Darwin allied with the Aboriginal Embassy in Canberra, along with protesters in Alice Springs, kept the pressure on the federal and Territory governments when the Land Rights Act was in doubt. 
When a Larrakia delegation travelled from Darwin to Yirrkala in the 1970s they were told by Mr Marika, “We already have land rights”, meaning a deal had been signed with the mining company. When over one hundred Darwin-based Aborigines gathered outside Government House trying to present a 1000-signature petition for a treaty on land rights, Mr Marika was inside at the garden party, receiving an MBE from Princess Margaret. The irony of this was emphasised by the protesters’ placards, “We want land, not medals.”

When the Gove land rights case was lost in 1971, the North East Arnhem Land clans opted to make a deal with the miners, while others took up the baton and continued the campaign. For example, later that year the Larrakia raised a flag outside the Darwin Supreme Court and claimed back Darwin. This is not to belittle the foundations laid by the Yirrkala bark petition in 1963, which stated in part, “...they fear that the fate which has overtaken the Larrakeah tribe will overtake them.”  Instead, it should be remembered that the struggle for Indigenous land rights is a continuum from Benelong to the present. Paul Toohey’s article is an important reminder that the struggle continues.

Yours sincerely,

Dr William B Day

Consulting Anthropologist
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