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Thank you, Quentin. It is such an honour to receive this award from you. A great 
friend and a woman I admire greatly. 
 
Thank you to Global Reconciliation Australia, for all on the team and board who have 
organised this wonderful event and for awarding me the Desmond Tutu 
Reconciliation Fellowship. I feel very humbled and privileged by it all. And to Dr 
Charles Lane for all your support. 
 
I want to acknowledge the incredible and moving work and tireless dedication of all 
previous recipients. A special mention to the last recipient Aung San Suu Kyi, an 
extraordinary woman. 
 
To all family and mob in the Fitzroy Valley and beyond, and to my mother Mona 
Oscar, who has taught me the values of life, to embrace, not to hate, to not fight 
when I feel afraid, to not react to emotions of grief and anger with violence, to 
appreciate all that’s been given to me. 
 
And there are so many close friends in the audience tonight, maybe a large part of 
the room! – I want to thank you all because I wouldn’t be here without any of you – 
Emily Carter my closest friend, ally and colleague, and to the young ones here, our 
future, Amarillo Oscar and Tanisha. To those who work on our team at the 
Marninwarntikura Women’s Resource Centre – Andy Yeats and Jan Cossar and Liz 
Elliot. 
 
When I was told that I was the recipient of this fellowship I was overwhelmed… I 
asked ‘why me?’ I am just one person amongst many.  
 
One person, standing beside Aung San Suu Kyi, a woman who is my greatest hero. 
An inspiration to my life and many others around the globe. 
 
Since then I’ve had some time to consider what reconciliation means, what can be 
achieved when reconciliation is used effectively by leaders, and what it means to me 
personally. I want to share some of those thoughts with you today. 
 
Broadly, let me tell you all, reconciliation is ‘ours’. It is a process that belongs to all of 
‘us’. To reconcile (for me) means togetherness. Whether it’s an acceptance of an 
idea, a change in governance structures to incorporate more voices, settling a 
dispute within a family or community, or a renewed reflection on history; 



reconciliation is based on relationships. It is formed through interconnections.  
 
Reconciliation is never a lone ranger. 
 
When we negotiate and challenge, when we step forward and bring others with us, 
we are engaging in reconciliation. You all know what this feels like. When you lead 
and are supported because you are speaking a collective voice, articulating thoughts 
of feelings that have been left silent for too long. 
 
This leadership position that uses the full force of reconciliation is one I have stepped 
into many times. I have stepped into it because I have shared with many others the 
conviction that a more just and safer humanity is on its way, because we are bringing 
it into existence. 
 
When I think of it like this, my entire life, all of our lives to one degree or another, are 
a reconciling journey. 
 
For many reasons this journey has come to define who I am. As a Bunuba person, a 
woman, an Australian citizen, an Australian Aboriginal person, a person with 
European heritage, I stand at the crossroads of a complex set of identities. I don’t 
want to resist any of them. I don’t want to assimilate into anyone of them. I want to 
reconcile them. To choose how I embody them in my daily life without fear that any 
one part of myself will be persecuted or discriminated against. 
 
This choice of how we live our lives, feeling secure and safe within who we are and 
in our relationships with others, is freedom. It is a freedom from all harms that have 
been born from conflicts and systems of political and socio-economic disadvantage 
and marginalisation. 
 
Unfortunately, we know that countless people living within nations and travelling 
between them suffer as a consequence of conflicts, discrimination and prejudice on 
a daily basis. 
 
The freedoms of humanity that we see as a birth right for all, ratified by United 
Nations, are not yet ours but they are within our reach. 
 
I know this because within my lifetime I have seen extraordinary change. Things that 
we never thought possible become our reality. I have felt the repercussions of my 
people’s world turned upside down by colonisation. I grew up between station and 
mission life when no towns in the Fitzroy Valley region of the Kimberley existed. I 
was born in a time when Aboriginal people did not have citizenship rights. I grew up 
to see Aboriginal people have full citizenship rights, to be paid equal wages, and 
later the recognition of our Indigenous rights through native title.  
 
I saw the town I live in, Fitzroy Crossing, come into being during the 70s. I worked 
with elders to establish outstation communities so they could grow their families up in 
their homelands and remain connected to their country. I have experienced five 
language groups pulled together within the Fitzroy Valley by the forces of land 



dispossession and watched them work out how to co-exist. How to find the 
connections that enabled [common] languages, law and ceremonies to be shared by 
separate traditions. And I have seen and been a part of the establishment of 
community organisations – language, resource centres, art centres, and land 
councils, which have held our cultural integrity and social fabric intact. 
 
This is not just cultural dynamism or global forces and policy decisions driving the 
changes of our lives. Within these turbulent times there are many reconciling 
periods. Our history is marked with determination, survival, resilience, triumph, 
resistance and hope. Reconciliation is no end game. It is this journey of human 
existence, of how we work together and strive to achieve and safeguard our rights for 
the health and betterment of future generations. 
 
The mistake we make is to believe that an isolated event – a national apology, a 
royal commission, or recognition in our national constitution – is reconciliation. These 
grand gestures are absolutely necessary. Vital to opening an honest national 
dialogue that sheds truth on our history. Dialogue that can admit to errors and 
mistakes in the past [in order] to rectify them in the present. But they are just that, a 
beginning to embark on a reconciling pathway. 
 
In my life I have learnt that reconciliation is truly transformative when it transcends 
the grand gestures. When it hits the ground and is experienced in everyday 
moments where stories and insights are shared across cultures. And when it occurs 
simultaneously in public spaces, and private and intimate settings, that is when 
reconciliation is powerful and penetrating. 
 
To make this truly happen, we have to learn to draw moments of reconciliation 
together and not allow them to settle alone and isolated in the present. In a world as 
rapid and changeable as ours, a moment alone is far too fleeting, its sentiments 
quickly forgotten. 
 
While we celebrate landmark successes we miss the opportunity to build 
constructively from one foundation of strength to another. When moments come to 
define our lives we only see success and failures.  We do not appreciate the journey 
and struggles that happen in between. Our national narrative can begin to condemn 
rather than celebrate and encourage. 
 
Entwined within our resilient Indigenous Australian histories are threads of 
intergenerational trauma. A trauma, which has never properly been acknowledged by 
this nation, is compounded from one generation to the next. 
 
Much of my working life has been dedicated to understanding what unresolved 
trauma does to a society, does to my very own community, and family. I have worked 
with women, the police and government ministers and bureaucrats to restrict the 
chronic oversupply of alcohol into our vulnerable communities. In the Fitzroy Valley 
we have seen how the overconsumption of alcohol has curtailed societal 
possibilities, our rights and freedoms.  
 



The most severe being the effects of alcohol on a growing foetus in a mother’s 
womb. Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) is quite literally a permanent 
physiological and neurological imprint of trauma affecting a person across their 
lifespan.  
 
When we as Aboriginal people received our full citizenship rights, we were also 
allowed to drink. Many began drinking at a time when we did not have the same 
recent history of societal and economic freedoms and advantages as the rest of 
Australia. We began drinking when our recent history was one of dramatic conflict, 
societal upheaval and devastation. In the proceeding decades, while we have 
continued to experience marginalisation from mainstream Australia, the 
overconsumption of alcohol has become normalised, a social lubricant which eases 
the pains of the past and numbs the ongoing effects of grief. 
 
Alcohol is both a symptom and ongoing cause of trauma.  
 
Our leadership in the Fitzroy Valley is well known because of these purposeful 
community led interventions to reduce harms across our community, to break the 
cycle of transmitted trauma. 
 
This movement led by the women of the Valley has taught me an awful lot about the 
challenges and difficulties of reconciliation. It is not easy. Reconciliation by necessity 
forces you to talk and engage with people that do not share your understanding of 
the world. There are many who fiercely oppose and resist what we are doing. 
 
Those who defend the unrestricted supply of alcohol for a whole swathe of reasons 
are locked firmly in the present. The women who I work with and those who have 
come before me have understood collective harms and addictions within a bigger 
story, within the context of trauma. When we understand it within this context we 
know all societal harms can be overcome, because with the right supports and 
opportunities we can heal and recover from trauma. For us the present does not 
define who we are, it is the lessons from our lived history that makes positive 
generational change possible. 
 
This is our commitment to a journey of reconciliation. Our unyielding belief that the 
future we want to see will become our reality. 
 
To truly change the course of history, we need everyone to embark on this journey 
with us. It will take us all to build a firm resolve and commitment to ensure the work 
we do today can restore our Indigenous societies to full health, wellbeing and 
vibrancy so that our children can have access to all the opportunities that are their 
birth right.  
 
My message is this: never leave reconciliation in the hands of another. 
 
Reconciliation is everyone’s business. It is for all to contribute and participate. We 
must reach beyond our worlds and interact with those who are not in our daily lives. 
In doing this we learn about the rich and complex histories of our nation and we also 



ascribe meaning to the lives of others. With a better understanding of the lived 
realities of Indigenous peoples and the many cultural heritages and ethnicities that 
compose the Australian nation state, we can take the necessary steps to eradicate 
injustice and all forms of discrimination wherever it presents. 
 
Until the entirety of Australia’s history is acknowledged, and trauma is understood, 
we deny the truth of this nation and lock ourselves in fleeting moments of 
reconciliation. In doing this we stall the progress of a necessary reconciling journey. 
 
I believe the time is now to begin this journey and never let it end. Australia is ready 
to reconcile. 
 
We are a nation living in relative peace and prosperity. We have moved beyond 
serious conflicts and violent social fractures. We are in a stable position to explore 
our heritage, reconcile our differences and celebrate the diversity of our cultures. In 
this state we can acknowledge trauma without passing blame. We can learn to 
understand the effects trauma has on individuals and societies so we can invest in 
the necessary resources to heal the wounds of the past. 
 
This is not the time to be afraid. It is not the time to shut our borders, to close 
communities, to reduce our cultural diversity. Today we have the lessons of time at 
our fingertips and the resources to enable a vibrant humanity. 
 
Let us not be afraid of the past. 
 
Let us constantly revive our histories and never let them settle, so we do not repeat 
the trauma of colonisation, dislocation, displacement and marginalisation. 
 
Let’s use the force of reconciliation to learn from our history. As a nation we can lead 
by example. 
 
This reality is waiting for us. Reconciliation is our empowerment, to work together to 
shape tomorrow. 
 
Because our future does not exist in anyone else’s hands. Our future is determined 
by us, today. 


