16 July 2015

Mr Joe Morrison

Chairman

Northern Land Council

GPO 1222

Darwin NT 0801

Dear Joe,

Thank you for sending me the Land Rights News regularly for many years. I was very interested in the articles about threats to the Land Rights Act. As a result, I wrote to Ian Viner (attached copy) but he has not replied. As I discuss, the sell-off of the Kulaluk Lease in Darwin is a blueprint for the sell-off of Aboriginal Reserve Lands elsewhere. It is a shame that Kulaluk was not granted to a Larrakia Trust as recommended by the Interim Aboriginal Land Commissioner in 1975. Unfortunately the Kulaluk land does not have the safeguards of the Land Rights Act, and that is the way the NT Government likes it.. It is a dangerous precedent and should not go unchallenged. I have written extensively on the subject at www.drbilldayanthropologist.com.

The attached letter was written on behalf of members of the Larrakia Nation who have contacted me over concerns they have lost control over Larrakia identity, sometimes expressed in the choice of people to give “Welcome to Country”, but more seriously in the marginalisation of old Larrakia families by larger family groups whose history of Larrakia identity is less clear. Confirming the complaints expressed in the attached letter, I know direct descendants of deceased Larrakia elders who have no relationship with any Larrakia representative group. For example, the descendants of Captain Bishop, namely Dominic and Titus Bishop, live in poverty at Knuckeys Lagoon. 

The attached letter is supported by a copy of a genealogy I made with Larrakia elder, Topsy Secretary in 1973. The genealogy has not been used as evidence in any Larrakia land claim. In the family tree attached for your information (photocopy), Topsy set out for Judge Woodward the Larrakia families as she knew them at the time. Subsequent research proves her family tree chart was surprisingly accurate, although her knowledge of deceased ancestors was rather vague. A letter from the archives is attached with the genealogy, discovered again after 40 years.

As an anthropologist with more than ten years experience working with native title claimant groups in the Pilbara region, I am aware of many cases of people who have reconnected with their ancestral groups after research has revealed that they had a family connection. However, in these cases the connection was made with groups whose apical ancestor was already a recognised claimant. For example, if a descendant of Prince of Wales (Nipul) was to come forward and prove their connection, I am sure they would be accepted as Larrakia. Rarely is an entirely new descent line accepted as claimants as has occurred with the Larrakia. Undoubtedly there would be many thousands of people who could claim to be Larrakia if research shows they had a Larrakia ancestor some time after 1869. There would be many living on Cox Peninsula and the Tiwi Islands who could make that claim, but instead have chosen another identity and rules against “double dipping” inhibit them.

It has now been 15 years since the Gray decision on the Kenbi Claim. It may be impossible to undo the wider Larrakia language group accepted by Gray, but I think that the concerned Larrakia families do have a right to know on what basis certain apical ancestors, not shown on Topsy Secretary's genealogy, were documented as Larrakia by Dr Walsh and others employed by the NLC.

I do accept that Topsy may have had personal reasons, or even a memory lapse to explain the absence of some families on the chart. Also I was not a trained anthropologist at the time. I wonder, for example why the Thompson family were left off the 1973 chart when there seems a general agreement today that they are Larrakia. We do know that in both cases the ancestor living at the time did not want to be involved in land rights, remembering that there was a hostile environment in the Northern Territory towards Aboriginal land claims in the 1970s.

People may call themselves what they like and research may support their claims, but the attached letter emphasises the need for the identity claims to be accepted by recognised members of the claim group. It seems to me that this is the cause of the dissension within Larrakia Nation and because it was the NLC and their employees that created the situation by some sort of hidden process, I do agree that a little more openness is required, perhaps in the form of a “cold case” review by an independent investigator.

Yours sincerely

Dr William B Day

Consulting Anthropologist.
