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CEO Update
It was pleasing to see the ACT Legislative Assembly express
support for a change in the age at which a child can be charged
with a criminal offence from 10 to 14 years of age. The vote taken
in the Assembly was in addition to a decision taken in the last few
weeks by all Australian Attorneys-General to pursue a nationally
consistent approach to such an increase in the age of criminal
responsibility.

Julie Tongs OAM, CEO

An increase in the age of criminal responsibility is of particular
importance to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
community because of the extreme levels of contact which
Aboriginal children have at a young age with the Justice system
and are ultimately arrested and incarcerated. The fact that the
ACT has the highest rate of incarceration of Aboriginal peoples in
Australia is testament to the importance of a root and branch over-haul of every aspect
of the operation of the justice system in the ACT.
In this regard I am pleased that ACT Policing has undertaken to embrace a new and
enhanced model of community policing. It is a fact, unfortunately, that the Aboriginal
community has historically had a problematic relationship with the police. In my
opinion, it is unarguable, that efforts to address the nation high rates of Indigenous
incarceration in Canberra must involve building a new relationship between Canberra
police and Aboriginal peoples. In this regard I look forward to working with
Superintendent Jason Kennedy, who is held in high regard by me and members of the
Aboriginal community and has been appointed to lead the new Canberra Community
Police unit, to build a new relationship between the Aboriginal community and police.
While on the subject of children I was deeply concerned by the revelations by Minister
for Health, Ms Rachel Stephen-Smith contained in answers to questions from the
shadow Minister Mrs Vicki Dunne, that almost 4,000 ACT children under the age of 16
are currently on waiting lists for an initial appointment to see a specialist.
Minister Stephen-Smith advised among other things that the median wait times for a
dermatology appointment was four years while some children with urological issues
were waiting three years for an initial consultation.
There are currently more than 1,000 children in Canberra waiting to see an ear, nose
and throat specialist with wait times up to 606 days. A child in Canberra with chronic
hearing issues is waiting on average for a year to see a specialist. The Minister advised
that some children with a gastroenterology issue had been waiting for as long as 874
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days. I simply cannot imagine what it must be like to be the mum or dad of a toddler with a
urological issue or a gastroenterological problem serious enough for a GP to refer the child
to a specialist and to be then told that your baby or child would have to wait three years for
an appointment. Think about that for a minute.

‘ When asked
to explain
why children
dependent on
the public
health system
wait years for
the care and
treatment
they need the
Minister said,
in effect, that
it wasn’t her
fault.’

When we talk about the nearly 4,000 children in the ACT waiting up to four years for an
appointment to see a specialist it needs to be understood that this is for an initial
consultation and that if say that consultation results in a recommendation from the
specialist that the child requires surgery, the child then goes on to the waiting list for
surgery.
It also goes without saying children that are left to wait for years for an appointment are
children whose parents cannot afford private health insurance, i.e they are children from
working class or low income households and most pertinently, for me, Aboriginal children.
My concern about the implications for and impact of extreme wait times such as those
acknowledged by Minister Stephen-Smith, on Aboriginal children is heightened by recent
revelations that when waiting times for elective surgery in Canberra are disaggregated by
Aboriginal status that Aboriginal people in the ACT, including I assume Aboriginal children,
wait far longer for surgery than non-Aboriginal people.
Without wishing to be personal or judgemental I can’t help wondering what all the middle
class people in Canberra who wiz their children off to a specialist the minute their children
have a health issue think about the fact that thousands of other Canberra children, without
the benefits and privileges their children enjoy, wait for years to be seen by a specialist.
Is this really the sort of society you are happy to be part of? A society where a child’s access
to life defining health care is dependent on their ability to pay for it.
When asked to explain why Canberra children dependant on the public health system wait
years for the care and treatment they need the Minister said, in effect, that it wasn’t her
fault.

Professor Mick Dodson Quote
We cannot afford to keep drifting...
‘In part the unfinished business in the myriad of reports,
commissions, inquiries and studies we as a nation have
conducted over decades. We’ve had health reports, housing
reports, education reports, welfare reports, community
violence reports, law reform reports, economic
development reports, employment and unemployment
reports, Social Justice Commissioner reports, death in
custody reports, the taking of children away reports, the list is almost endless…and on top
of this we’ve had assessments, evaluations, pilots, trials, umpteenth policies and policy
approaches. And all of this paperwork would comfortably fill a couple of modest suburban
libraries. And, it’s on the shelf where most of them have stayed. They’ve stayed their
unread, unfinished, their recommendations unimplemented, and they’re very much
unloved.’ Professor Mick Dodson
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‘There are
91.1
Aboriginal or
Torres Strait
Islander
children on a
care and
protection
order for
every 1,000
children in the
ACT, which
compares to a
national
average of
just 66.’

Health, Aging and Community Services
Committee-Report on Child Protection
and Youth Protection Services
The report was tabled in the Legislative Assembly on 30 July and relates primarily to the
ability to share information in the care and protection system. The inquiry arose out of
significant concerns of a lack of transparency and hence accountability within the ACT care
and protection system.
The inquiry was an adjunct to an inquiry concerning the wrongful removal of a number of
Aboriginal children from their mother. The tabling of the report was accompanied by very
thoughtful speeches on issues central to the care and protection of children from each of
the three members of the Committee, namely Ms Bec Cody, Mrs Vicky Dunne and Ms
Caroline Le Couteur.
Ms Cody in particular addressed the need for trust in all aspects of the operation of the
care and protection system. She said in part:
‘Trust in the ACT care and protection system has been in decline for many years. Trust in
the system by the people whom the system seeks to serve and the community of which the
system is a part, continues to remain at low levels. Trust is essential for any kind of
relationship and gives legitimacy to decision-making and the actions that follow.’
Ms Cody went on to expand on the importance of effective information sharing as
fundamental to building trust.
Mrs Dunne in her presentation began by noting some of the contemporary issues that she
believed should be highlighted in order to provide context to the importance of a continued
focus on care and protection issues. In this regards, she said:
‘The ACT performs very poorly in care and protection when it comes to Indigenous peoples.
There are 91.1 Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander children on a care and protection order
for every 1,000 children in the ACT, which compares to a national average of just 66. I think
that close to 50 per cent above the national average is a searing indictment of our
performance, in a first world capital of a first world nation, in how we treat Indigenous
people. I think it is very important…that we resolve this disparity as a matter of priority.’
Mrs Dunne noted that while the Committee made 44 recommendations, all of which it
believes important, she regards recommendation 7 the most important. That
recommendation would see the codification of the Children and Young People Act so that
all children have a legal entitlement to family group conferencing before child and youth
protection services can intervene, and before a matter is referred to the ACT Children’s
Court in care and protection matters.
The Government is yet to respond to the report.
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Kevin Rudd Deserves Credit For Push To
Close The Gap
Former Prime Minister Kevin Rudd is to be congratulated for his leadership in establishing
the Close The Gap strategy.

‘Amid the
welter of
news
coverage of
the Closing
the Gap
agreement,
the central
question
remains: who
will be paying
the bill?’

The strategy has, as noted, recently been refreshed and realigned with far greater emphasis
given to the role of Aboriginal community controlled organisations as genuine partners of
government in working to meet the newly determined close the gap targets. Kevin Rudd
does, nevertheless, deserve credit for championing the policy and bringing it into being.
In light of his role in establishing Closing the Gap it was interesting to read his analysis,
published in the Guardian newspaper, of the new approach. He made two points that are
particularly moot to the success of the new strategy.
In noting the advances made under the targets he introduced he said:
‘Despite these achievements the most recent Closing the Gap report showed Australia was
not on track to meet four of the deadlines originally set. A major reason for this is that
federal funding for the strategy collapsed. Whatever targets are put in place, governments
must commit to physical resourcing of Closing the Gap. They are not going to be delivered
by magic.’
Kevin Rudd went on to note that ‘Amid the welter of news coverage of the Closing the Gap
agreement, the central question remains: who will be paying the bill?’ He further
acknowledged that shared responsibility to close the gap between all levels of government
and Indigenous organisations might sound like good news, but that it would quickly unravel
into a blame game if governments did not stump up with appropriate funding.

Fact: The Australian government adopted the goals of the Close the Gap campaign in 2008, in a strategy
known as ‘Closing the Gap’
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National Agreement on Closing The Gap
The current focus on closing the gap, which has been generated by the recently released
National Agreement on Closing the Gap, is to be welcomed. The Agreement and the 16
‘targets’ contained within it are the result of negotiations between all Australian
Governments and the Aboriginal community, represented by a Coalition of Peaks.

‘There is not,
for example,
any genuine
dedicated
Aboriginal
community
control
involvement
in issues as
fundamental
as housing,
justice, care
and
protection or
education.’

The Coalition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peak Organisations, (Coalition of
Peaks) purports to represent the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples living in each
State and Territory through their community controlled peak organisations. The ACT, which
unfortunately does not have a community controlled peak organisation was instead
represented on the Coalition of Peaks by the Elected Body (ATSIEB).
The new Closing the Gap framework represents a major change in approach and philosophy
to addressing Aboriginal disadvantage by engaging Aboriginal community representatives in
not just the development of the agreement and the identification of targets but by
recognising the fundamentally important role which Aboriginal community controlled
organisations must have if lasting change is to be achieved in closing the gap.
The Agreement contains a range of major challenges to all governments, none more so than
the ACT Government, as well as the Aboriginal communities of each of the States and
Territories. The nature of the challenge the Agreement poses for the ACT Government can
be illustrated in the first of the declared priority reforms.
Priority reform one is titled ‘formal partnerships and shared decision-making.’ The
Agreement provides that the parties have committed to building and strengthening
structures that empower Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples to share decision
making authority with governments to accelerate policy and place-based progress against
Closing the Gap. The Agreement provides that the purpose of these partnerships is to ‘drive
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community-led outcomes on Closing the Gap’ and to
‘support additional community led development initiatives.’
The particular challenge this commitment represents in the ACT is the dearth of Aboriginal
community controlled organisations or genuine Aboriginal community involvement across
the range of areas relevant to the Closing the Gap targets. There is not, for example, any
genuine dedicated Aboriginal community control involvement in issues as fundamental as
housing, justice, care and protection or education.
A threshold issue for all jurisdictions will be the need to determine and arrange for the
publication of baseline data relevant to each of the 16 new targets. The Productivity
Commission will maintain the database. The commitment to close the gap in each of the
designated areas will obviously require, as a first step, publication of all data relevant to the
status of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in each of the designated target
areas.
While all 16 of the targets are in themselves very important and will present an individual
challenge it will be of particular interest to the Canberra Aboriginal community to see how
the ACT Government responds to target 15, namely to ensure a 15% increase in land mass is
under either Native Title or an Indigenous Land Use Agreement.
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Gugan Gulwan School Holiday Program

Gugan Gulwan School Holiday Program for September/October 2020 is now open for applications.
* Week 1 (28 September – 2 October) is for children aged 8-10 years
* Week 2 (6-9 October) is for children aged 11-16 years
To get an application form or to get further information about this program please contact:
* Week 1 Program Coordinator - Christine Uelese
Email: Christine@gugan-gulwan.com.au
Phone: 6296 8900
* Week 2 Program Coordinator - Aliesha Cross
Email: Aliesha@gugan-gulwan.com.au
Phone: 6296 8900
Applications close on the 4 September
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ACT Government Flags Review of
Indigenous Incarceration Rates
The Canberra Times, 19 August 2020
By Jasper Lindell

‘We don't
need anymore
reviews. We
know what
the problems
are, start to
address them.
Don't keep
throwing
money at
consultants to
tell us what
we already
know.’

The ACT government will commission a review
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
over-representation in the justice system if
re-elected, with consultation on the review to
begin before the caretaker period starts next
month.

The Alexander Maconochie Centre, where the
rate of Indigenous imprisonment has increased
significantly over the past decade.
Picture: Karleen Minney

But Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal Health
and Community Services chief executive Julie
Tongs said reviews would not solve the
problem. ‘We don't need anymore reviews. We know what the problems are, start to
address them. Don't keep throwing money at consultants to tell us what we already know,’
Ms Tongs said. ‘They're getting richer and our mob are just getting locked up.’
Ms Tongs, who wrote to Mr Ramsay this month calling for a review, pointed to the
Productivity Commission's 2020 report on government services, which found Aboriginal
imprisonment in the ACT had grown by 279 per cent between 2009 and 2019, more than
any other state.
‘There's so much work to be done. And we're not just talking about the justice system,
we're also talking about the police. They're the ones picking these people up, taking them
before the courts. And then they're ending up incarcerated,’ she said.

Ms Tongs said prisoners in the ACT said they found it to be a good facility, but management
and rehabilitation programs were lacking. ‘We had the Royal Commission into Aboriginal
Deaths in Custody, if we'd implemented that, we'd be a lot further down the track now.
How many different ways can you write the same recommendation?’ Ms Tongs said.
In reply to Ms Tongs' letter, Mr Ramsay and Minister for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Affairs Rachel Stephen-Smith said more needed to be done to address prison
over-representation.
‘We share your concern with these figures, including the high Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander incarceration rates, the significant rate increases and, in particular, the high rates
of recidivism,’ Mr Ramsay and Ms Stephen-Smith said in a joint letter.

Fact: The right to self-determination is a right of 'peoples' rather than of individuals.
(source: https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/rights-and-freedoms/right-self-determination)
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ACT Government Flags Review of Indigenous
Incarceration Rates (cont’d)
The pair said the review needed to be led by the Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander community.
Mr Ramsay and Ms Stephen-Smith said the government was
committed to its justice reinvestment approach to deliver a
25 per cent reduction in recidivism rates by 2025.
‘We acknowledge that there is more to be done and that
future work must be well-informed and appropriate,’ the
letter, provided to The Canberra Times, said.
Winnunga Nimmityjah chief executive Julie Tongs,

Ms Tongs, writing in the Winnunga Nimmityjah newsletter this who called for the review. Picture: Melissa Adams
month, said she would not rest until the ACT government
acted on the over-imprisonment of Aboriginal people in the territory ‘with determination and honesty’.
The average daily number of Aboriginal people in the Alexander Maconochie Centre in 2009 was 29 in 2009-10;
the number had risen to a daily average of 110 by 2018-19. ‘The rate of increase in Aboriginal incarceration in
the ACT, which is five times higher than in the rest of Australia, is not just a stain on Canberra's reputation but
clearly reflects a justice system which has failed and continues to fail the Aboriginal community,’ Ms Tongs said.
Earlier this month, the ACT government committed an extra $1.5 million to the Yarrabi Bamirr program, which
partners social health workers with Aboriginal and Torres Strait families to address housing, health, justice,
education and employment issues to keep people out of prison. Corrections Minister Shane Rattenbury at the
time said the ACT needed to change its approach to reduce Aboriginal incarceration rates.
‘The rate of Aboriginal incarceration in the ACT is unacceptable. As I've said before, we can't keep doing what
we've done because that has produced that result,’ Mr Rattenbury said. Mr Rattenbury also noted his
frustration after the ACT decided not to take a position on raising the age of criminal responsibility after a
national decision on the age was delayed until next year.
A 2016 independent inquiry into the death of a 25-year-old Aboriginal man, Steven Freeman, at the Alexander
Maconochie Centre found wide-ranging failures in the ACT's justice system.
The inquiry, led by former integrity commissioner Philip Moss, found Mr Freeman's broader treatment in the
ACT justice system was deficient. The ACT government in 2017 accepted eight of the nine recommendations
made by Mr Moss.

Self Determination
Fact: All peoples have the right of self-determination. By virtue of that right they freely determine their
political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development.
(source: https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/rights-and-freedoms/right-self-determination)
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Winnunga AHCS New Building Progress

Work has continued on the new building and we are pleased to report the progress remains on track and on
budget. Here are some of the latest photos.

Community Studio

Level 1 - Walkway bridge, atrium

Main entrance

Level 1 - Walkway bridge, atrium

Ground floor - Counselling rooms corridor

Roofing
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Staff Profile

What do you do on the weekends?
Catch up on what need's to be done.
What is your favourite food?
Tomato sauce!
Name: Chris Law
Position: Social Health, Home
Maintenance and Transport Officer

What do you like most about working at
Winnunga?
Working with the clients and meeting new
people.

Who’s your mob?
Ngarigo.

My favourite pet?
I have four dog's and 2 cat's. It is hard to
pick a favourite!

Where’s your country?
Snowy Mountains region.
What is your pet hate?
Lying.
Who is your favourite singer/band?
I like all different music.
What is your favourite song?
Copper head road.

We’re on the web!
winnunga.org.au
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