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INDIGENOUS ENGAGEMENT  
 

Build it before you need it 
 

How, in Queensland, Community Engagement Services has built relationships 
and gain trust with large organisations and key figures in rural, regional and 
urban Indigenous communities. 
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Overview 
This paper discusses— 

1. Background Indigenous Culture in Australia 

2. Role of the Indigenous Liaison Officer in Queensland 

3. Capacity Building 

4. Building Ongoing Relationships  

5. Examples of our achievements, challenges and activities   

Indigenous map Australia 

 
As some of our guests are from overseas, I would like to take this opportunity to 
give a little bit of background on Indigenous Australia. 
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Background 
This map was created by a gentleman by the name of Norman Tindale who was 
an anthropologist who travelled around Australia for several years during the 
1930’s identifying different clan and language groups. 

Throughout Australia Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders (ATSI) include 
hundreds of different areas! 

All communities are different as they have different languages, customs and 
lores. 

This also includes different Elders, leaders and different contacts. 

This map is used to give people a visual demonstration of the different groups 
that exist or have existed  across Australia. 

This map is not used in Native Title decisions.  

Different Communities/Different People  
There are many different protocols to follow when visiting an Indigenous 
community, as mentioned all communities are different and you cannot take a 
blanket approach when engaging. 

In Queensland we acknowledge Aboriginal people as well as Torres Strait 
Islanders. (ATSI) 

Indigenous Representation in Queensland  
To date Uncle Eric Deeral is the first and only Indigenous Member of the 
Queensland Parliament. He served as the National Party Member for Cook 
between 1974 and 1977. 

In 2008, Uncle Eric attended the Far North Queensland Regional Youth 
Parliament in Cairns as a guest speaker and he also attended the Regional 
Parliament sitting in October the same year as a special guest.   

Uncle Eric now lives in Cooktown and works for many small communities in the 
Cape by giving them advise and supports organisation in their efforts to close the 
gap on health issues for his people. 

Uncle Neville Bonner was a Indigenous Federal Member for Queensland in1971 
1972, 1974, 1975 and 1980. 
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Hands on Parliament  
The idea for a parliamentary Indigenous Liaison Office (ILO) role was first 
mentioned in the Hands on Parliament report 2003. Produced by the Queensland 
Parliament’s Legal, Constitutional and Administrative Review Committee, the 
report contained recommendations following an inquiry into Indigenous peoples 
participation in our system of democracy. 

The ILO came into existence on 2 January 2008, just six months after 
Community Engagement Services began in Queensland. 

The role is responsible for improving engagement between Queensland’s 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ and the Queensland Parliament. 

The specific accountabilities of the position are to— 

• Liaise and consult with a diverse range of internal and external 
stakeholders; 

• Provide, or arrange the provision of, cultural awareness training to 
Members of Parliament (including as part of the new members’ induction 
program) and staff;  

• Assist and advise parliamentary committees and other parliamentary 
entities with issues that might be of interest to, or affect, Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples; and 

• Advise the Speaker, Members of Parliament and staff on ATSI cultural 
protocols as they affect the Parliament 

Trust 
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One of the Queensland Parliaments  biggest challenges has been developing 
trust. 

It is always good to remember that most Indigenous communities have trust 
issues with Government departments, this is due to historical factors. 

In the past it was common for Indigenous groups to argue that proper 
consultation approaches were not adopted. The use of the fly in and fly out 
consultation has been particularly criticized. As a result Indigenous communities 
did not have an opportunity to have their say. 

That is why we at Community Engagement Services have taken the time to build 
relations with a number of Indigenous communities throughout Queensland. 

Building Capacity & Relationships— 

Build it before we need it 

 
Community Engagement Services has taken a two pronged strategy to 
Indigenous engagement: 

Capacity Building through— 

• Parliamentary Education 

• Youth Parliaments  

• Constitutional Conventions  

• NAIDOC celebrations  

• And Relationship building 
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• Forming mutually beneficial partnerships with state, federal and other 
state organisations as well as non-government organisations 

Our approach has been to build it before we need it!  

Capacity Building 
• Building capacity through events and projects, 

• Building trust and rapport, 

• Parliamentary education tools, 

The Queensland Parliament has undertaken a number of events and projects to 
build capacity.   

Many of these utilise parliamentary education. But first we had to build trust and 
rapport. 

The following are some Community Engagement events and projects used by 
Community Engagement Services to build capacity in Queensland. 

Indigenous flags  
In 2007, the Queensland Parliament introduced the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander flags in the Parliamentary Chamber alongside the Australian and 
Queensland flags. All these flags are also flown outside the Parliament everyday. 

The Aboriginal Flag is divided horizontally into equal halves of black (top) and red 
(bottom), with a yellow circle in the centre.  

The black symbolises Aboriginal people and the yellow represents the sun, the 
constant re-newer of life. Red depicts the earth and peoples' relationship to the 
land. It also represents ochre, which is used by Aboriginal people in ceremonies.  

The flag - designed by Harold Joseph Thomas, a Luritja man from Central 
Australia - was first flown at Victoria Square, Adelaide on National Aborigines' 
Day on 12 July 1971. It was used later at the Tent Embassy in Canberra in 1972.  

Today the flag has been adopted by all Aboriginal groups and is flown or 
displayed permanently at many centre’s throughout Australia.  

The Federal Government has also officially recognised this flag and the Torres 
Strait Islander Flag. 

In Queensland it is important for us to recognise the people of the Torres Strait. 

People of the Torres Strait have different cultures than the mainland Australian 
Aboriginals. They have strong Melanesian influence and it is very important to 
recognise that they are a separate race with  different cultural practices. 

The Torres Strait Islander Flag - designed by the late Bernard Namok from 
Thursday Island - stands for the unity and identity of all Torres Strait Islanders.  

It features three horizontal coloured stripes, with green at the top and bottom and 
blue in between - divided by thin black lines.  
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A white dharri or deri (a type of headdress) sits in the centre, with a five-pointed 
white star underneath it.  

The colour green is for the land. The dharri or deri is a symbol for all Torres Strait 
Islanders. The black represents the people. The blue is for the sea.  

The five-pointed star represents the island groups. Used in navigation, the star is 
also an important symbol for the sea-faring Torres Strait Islander people. The 
colour white of the star represents peace. 

Wind Yarn Didgeridoo 
2007 was a big year for Indigenous engagement.  As it was also in this year, the 
QLD Parliaments Wind Yarn (Didgeridoo) was introduced to the Parliament and 
now stands beside the Mace as a symbol of Reconciliation between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous Australians. The Wind Yarn is played at major events, this 
include the Regional Parliament sitting in Cairns and the opening of Parliament.  

Queensland is the only Parliament in the world to have a didgeridoo as a official 
parliamentary symbol. 

The Didgeridoo depicts a powerful story of reconciliation in Queensland. 

The first ring is black depicting Aboriginal settlement of this land. A long and 
straight pathway then ensues from this ring with black footprints showing that 
Indigenous peoples settled this land for many years. This long pathway leads to 
a white ring. 

But then the pathway leads to a ring that is both black and white. This ring 
depicts the Queensland Parliament today, where both black and white are 
coming together to talk about the past and making plans for a better future 
together.  

This white ring depicts European settlement of this land. From this point, the 
pathway becomes wavering and is split with black and white footprints taking 
shorter and separate pathways, reflecting a lack of understanding of each others 
ways. 

From this joint ring, the pathway widens to show a broadening of opportunities for 
all, and black and white footprints walk together. 

Acknowledging Traditional owners in the Parliament 
“I acknowledge the traditional owners of the land on which Parliament meets and 
the custodians of the sacred sites of Queensland” 

In 2007 the Queensland Parliament introduced an acknowledgment of Traditional 
owners of the land prior to each parliamentary sitting week. This practice is still 
current today.  

This practice started during Reconciliation Week in May 2007 as part of the 
celebrations of the 40th anniversary of the 1967 Referendum.  

The wording does not address a particular clan group, but all groups across 
Queensland. 
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Constitutional Conventions  
Through partnering with Education Queensland  the Queensland Parliament has 
played a significant role in annual zone constitutional conventions for Indigenous 
youth, educating the Indigenous leaders of tomorrow.  

This program encourages Indigenous youth to progress onto the Indigenous 
Youth Parliament and the YMCA youth Parliament. 

Indigenous Youth Parliaments  
The first Indigenous Youth Parliament to be held in Queensland and Australia 
started occurred in 2009 and has been continuing annually.  

Participants are selected from across the State of Queensland; this process is 
managed in partnership by the Department of Communities and Xstrata Coal.   

The event creates an interest in the democratic process for Indigenous 
Australians. 

Building Ongoing Relationships 
In addition to capacity building, the Indigenous Liaison Officers role is to establish 
relationships or partnerships between the Indigenous community and the 
Queensland Parliament. 

To date the Queensland Parliament has established relationships with: 

• The Department of Communities.  

• Apunipima Cape York Health Council, which delivers key health initiatives 
in Cape York- Explain how we built the relationship  

• Justice groups in Cape York;  

• An organisation called QATSIHSC which is QLD Aboriginal Torres Strait 
Islanders Human Services Coalition which is an umbrella for over 100 
Indigenous service providers across the State that cover Child Safety, 
Health, Housing and community issues 

• The Australian Electoral Commission has given the Queensland 
Parliament the opportunity to form relationships with key people in the 
Torres Strait through information sessions at staff gatherings. 

• Electoral Commission of Queensland that partners the Parliament with 
NAIDOC each year and at regional parliament. 

The Queensland Parliament has formed partnerships with Federal, State and 
Non-Government organisations and as well as the young Indigenous leaders in 
their communities.  

Developing ongoing relationships is the key element to developing meaningful 
and productive partnerships. 
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This can only grow with— 

• Trust 

• Creating a comfortable communication processes for the community 
members the Parliament and its Members. 

• It is culturally appropriate that all parties have an understanding of who 
they are dealing with- 

 Example—Just to name a few established relationships: 

•  Bamaga,  

•  Lockhart River, Cairns,  

• Apunipima Health council,  

• FACHIA, Mt Isa Kalkadoon – 

•  Tagalaka People  Croydon   

• Roma – Mand and anji leader in the Community and Traditional owners 

• Cherbourg  

Knowing where people come from and their clan group is paramount to 
successful engagement.  

Know some of the Community Engagement activities involving relationship 
building include the following. 

NAIDOC Celebrations  
NAIDOC originally stood for ‘National Aborigines and Islanders Day Observance 
Committee’  

The Queensland Parliament has participated annually in NAIDOC celebrations 
around the state since 2007. 

Places that we have held information stalls include- 

• 2007 King George square Brisbane, Musgrave Park Yugambeh, Yaggara 
and Turrabul people 

• 2008 Cairns and Yarrabah Gimuy Yadijui people 

• 2009 Barcaldine. Longreach ,Winton, Mt Isa and Croydon, Barcadine, 
Winton, Takalaka, kalkadoon  

• 2010 Cotton Tree Sunshine Coast  Waka Waka, Gubi Gubi  

• 2011 Beaudesert Mulinjarli  

• 2012 Torres Strait Islands (To be confirmed) 

This event gives the parliamentary officers an opportunity to speak to people on 
the ground on a one on one basis and a valuable opportunity for relationship 
building. 
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National Rugby League (NRL) and the Reconciliation 
Cup 
The Queensland Parliament has partnered with the NRL since 2007. 

Having Indigenous sporting stars coming to the Parliament highlights to other 
Indigenous Queenslanders that it is everyone's Parliament  

The Reconciliation Cup between the Cowboys and the Bulldogs, this event was 
launched at the Parliament in 2007. 

Flag Raising 
In 2007 the former Speaker gathered elders from Brisbane and the Torres Strait 
to celebrate Parliament raising the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander flags 
outside and inside the Queensland Parliament. 

This was also the mark of the 40 year anniversary of Indigenous people 
becoming Australian citizens. 

Indigenous Welcomes  
Community Engagement events follow Indigenous protocol with a Traditional 
welcome and Indigenous dances at major events. 

At smaller events an acknowledgment of the traditional custodians is 
acknowledged.  
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Indigenous Art Works  

 
FIFTEEN-YEAR-OLD indigenous artist Chern'ee Sutton has been hailed a 
"prodigy" and an "artist of reconciliation" during a week-long art exhibition 
at Brisbane's Parliament House. Here she is pictured here with the Speaker 
of the Queensland Parliament the Hon John Mickel. 

The Queensland Parliament provides Indigenous artists an opportunity to  

showcase their pieces during sitting weeks at the Queensland Parliament.  

The Parliament also has Indigenous artworks on the walls of the Undumbi room. 

The artwork gets rotated on a yearly basis to give male, female and youth an 
equal opportunity to display. 

Multicultural Engagement  
In 2011 at Roma Street Parklands we had over 40,000 people attend to 
multicultural festival.  This gave the opportunity for new Australians to learn how 
the Queensland Parliament is Everyone’s Parliament.  

Multicultural training was also delivered to all parliamentary staff over the past 
two years. 
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Build It Before We Need  

 
 
The quicker you build it the quicker it falls down. The Queensland Parliament is 
taking its time to build ongoing relationships with Indigenous people. 

We acknowledge there will be problems as some communities may wish not to 
be involved, Our aim is to make this information available to all Queenslanders. 

 “Everyone’s Parliament” 

Conclusion 
We will take small steps to build these relationships as from little things big things 
grow. 

Glenda has discussed many of the challenges we have faced.  In terms of 
Indigenous engagement, the biggest issue is letting the Indigenous community of 
Queensland know that we exist! 
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