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Who can conduct Welcome 
to Country?
Welcome to Country is usually conducted by an 
Indigenous Elder from the relevant region. Sometimes, 
if an Elder is not available, another Traditional Owner 
of that land may conduct the Welcome to Country.

Responding to Welcome to Country
The speaker who follows immediately after the Welcome 
to Country ceremony should give a response. The main 
purpose of this response is to express gratitude towards the 
Traditional Owners for welcoming you onto their country. 

It is appropriate to draw on your own cultural heritage and 
make this part of your response. For example, you may 
wish to perform a song, recite a poem or say a few words 
in your own traditional language. Over time, individuals will 
develop their own preferred style and approach to a response 
to Welcome to Country, and this will change depending 
on the context and place of the event or meeting. 

You might also wish to include an Acknowledgement of 
Country in your response.

Here’s an example of what you could say: 

What is Welcome to Country?
Welcome to Country is a ceremony conducted by 
Indigenous Australian Elders – those who are recognised 
as the original custodians of the land – to welcome visitors 
to their Country. It can take many forms, including singing, 
dancing, smoke ceremonies or a speech, depending 
on the particular culture of the original custodians. For 
information about Welcome to Country and its significance 
for Indigenous people, check out this Welcome to 
Country article on the Australians Together website. 

 When is it appropriate to arrange 
a Welcome to Country?
Historically, Welcome to Country was practiced when 
two or more people groups came together. As such, it is 
appropriate to arrange a Welcome to Country when gathering 
people together from different places to attend a public 
event that will be visible externally to your organisation. 
While it has become the practice for some organisations 
(e.g. Local Councils) to do an Acknowledgement of 
Country every time they meet this is not necessary.

If you are arranging a Welcome to Country, we recommend 
allowing yourself time to find out a bit about the local people 
before you approach anyone. Learning about the local people, 
their culture and their history in the region will help you enter 
into conversations informed and aware of the context. A good 
place to start is searching your local council website or visiting 
our Map. Just be aware when using the map that the borders 
are not agreed upon by everyone, and there could be tensions 
between neighbouring groups regarding land boundaries. 

It is a privilege to be standing on 
................................................... (traditional name) 
country, and I thank you for your warm Welcome  
to Country. Where I come from/in my culture,  
one of the ways we thank people/come together is 
by ..........................................(expression of gratitude). 

I respectfully acknowledge the past  
and present Traditional Custodians of this 
land on which we are meeting, the  
.............................. (traditional name/s) people.

http://australianstogether.org.au/map
http://australianstogether.org.au/stories/detail/welcome-to-country
http://australianstogether.org.au/stories/detail/welcome-to-country


3RELATIONSHIP RESOURCES  WELCOME TO COUNTRY

What is Acknowledgement  
of Country?
In an Acknowledgement of Country, visitors acknowledge 
the original Indigenous custodians of the land and their long 
and continuing relationship with the Country. It is a way of 
showing awareness of and respect to the traditional Indigenous 
custodians of the land on which an event is being held. An 
Acknowledgment of Country can be formal or informal and, 
unlike a Welcome to Country, can be delivered by a non-
Indigenous person or an Indigenous person who is not an 
original custodian of the land where the event is being held. 

When is it appropriate to do an 
Acknowledgement of Country?
As with Welcome to Country, it is appropriate to conduct 
an Acknowledgement of Country when gathering people 
together from different places to attend a public event 
that will be visible externally to your organisation. 

Ideas for conducting an 
Acknowledgement of Country
Although there are no set protocols or phrasing for an 
Acknowledgement of Country, it will commonly involve 
something along the following lines: “I would like to 
acknowledge that this event is being held on the traditional 
lands of the (appropriate group) people, and pay my respect to 
Elders both past and present.” Personalising and localising an 
acknowledgment will help to make it as meaningful as possible. 

Here is an example of an Acknowledgement of Country 
some church groups may feel more comfortable using. 
It was written by Nick Wight who lives in Melbourne 
(traditional Kulin country) and is involved with Surrender:

Where can you find someone to 
conduct Welcome to Country?
If you contact a local Indigenous organisation, they can  
likely connect you to someone who can conduct  
Welcome to Country. To find a local Indigenous 
organisation, we suggest you:

1.  Find out who the original custodians are for the land 
where you are hosting the event. A good place to begin 
is this Map of Indigenous Australia. Be aware when 
using the map that the borders are not agreed upon 
by everyone, and there could be tensions between 
neighbouring groups regarding land boundaries. 

2.  Check the Australians Together Snapshots to see 
whether there is a Snapshot about the group you are 
seeking. If there is, it will likely contain contact details. 

3.  If there is not yet a Snapshot for the group you 
are seeking, try doing an internet search for the 
name of the group (i.e. Wurundjeri), followed 
by council, cooperative or organisation.

4. Ask your local Council.

In larger urban contexts, there may be many Indigenous 
organisations you could approach, whereas in a rural context, 
there will usually be fewer people who can conduct  
Welcome to Country.

What to do if you can’t get  
an original custodian
If an original custodian is unavailable to conduct  
Welcome to Country, or can’t make it on the day due to  
illness or unforeseen events, it is still possible to pay respect  
to the original custodians. If possible it is best to get 
an Aboriginal person from another area to do an 
Acknowledgement of Country but in the absence of this  
option it is appropriate for you are someone in your group  
to do an Acknowledgment of Country.

In acknowledging the traditional custodians of the 
land on which we are meeting, we, at the same time, 
acknowledge the good design of our creator God 
who deigned it right and good for the first Australians, 
Indigenous peoples of this land, to be resident here 
to care for it and enjoy its return. And so we continue 
the deep Indigenous cultural traditions of respect, 
servanthood and honour by offering our respect to 
the Elders, both past and present, of the Wurundjeri 
peoples of the Kulin nation and in so doing, we join 
with the restoring, reconciling and healing work of 
the Holy Spirit amongst all peoples of Australia.

http://australianstogether.org.au/map
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RESPECT THE CEREMONY
It’s important to understand that Welcome to Country is a 
very significant ceremony for many Indigenous people, and 
to respect it accordingly. Some aspects of the ceremony 
could make members of your congregation uncomfortable. 
For example, it’s not uncommon for Elders to conduct a 
smoking ceremony or speak about ancestral spirits. We 
suggest that your cultural liaison person speaks to the 
Elder prior to the event to determine what is involved. 
This will help you prepare your congregation for what to 
expect. You may wish to remind your church that this is 
all part of respectfully listening to Indigenous people.

CONSIDER A CULTURAL LIAISON
When choosing someone from your church to act as a 
cultural liaison with the local Indigenous community, it is 
important to choose someone who is culturally sensitive 
and has a basic level of awareness and understanding 
about local culture and community dynamics. 

Important things to consider

PLAN AHEAD
Try to book a traditional custodian as early as possible. 
Be aware that Indigenous Elders have many demands 
on their time, and don’t assume that they will be 
available even if the event is several months away.

BE PREPARED TO PAY
Be aware that there is usually a fee attached to Welcome 
to Country. This fee helps the original custodian cover 
their travel costs and the value of their time. Elders are 
consultants in the community. Conducting Welcome to 
Country should be regarded as an Elder’s paid duty or job. 

Remember that in western culture, specialised knowledge is 
not something that is given away for free. If an Indigenous 
person chooses to work with you in any capacity, i.e. giving 
a performance, delivering a speech or Welcome to Country 
etc., it is appropriate that they be paid for their time, expertise 
and knowledge, just as it is for any other professional.1

1.  Indigenous Program of Community Cultural Development New South Wales (CCDNSW), 2003, pg.13 
Respect, Acknowledge, Listen: Practical protocols for working with the Indigenous Communities of Western Sydney, Community Cultural Development New South Wales

http://www.sectorconnect.org.au/assets/pdf/resources/macunity/aboriginal_protocols.pdf
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TAKE IT SLOW
It’s really important to be aware of the significant time it 
can take to build up trust and respect within an Indigenous 
community. What is important to you may not be as 
important to the people you are working with. The 
community should dictate the pace of any engagement.2

BE AWARE OF CULTURAL PERCEPTIONS OF TIME
Many people in the Indigenous community don’t operate at the 
same pace and to the same timetable as the non-Indigenous 
community. Western culture tends to be compulsively time 
conscious and task focussed, while Indigenous people often 
place more emphasis on relationship and events. This being 
said, individuals operate differently, and you might find that 
some Indigenous people value punctuality. Just be mindful 
of this when planning an event. For example, you may want 
to prepare your congregation for a relaxed style of event 
and consider having a fixed start time but keeping the 
finish time open-ended and the running sheet flexible. 

ACKNOWLEDGE DIVERSITY
Indigenous people are not all one cultural group. In fact, prior to 
the arrival of Europeans, there were more than 500 Indigenous 
nations, with unique cultures, languages and beliefs.3 There 
is still a lot of variation between, and even within, Indigenous 
communities today. Every community will have some similarities, 
but there might also be different traditions and customs, 
different ways of communicating, different understandings, 
different sensitive issues and different Elders.4 It’s important to 
be aware that one Indigenous person may not necessarily be 
the sole voice for the whole community in which they live.

Helpful Tips

WHO IS AN ELDER?
An Elder is a member of an Indigenous community who holds 
a position of respect, trust and authority. An Elder is usually the 
holder of traditional knowledge and customs, and is the only 
one who has the authority and permission to talk about this 
cultural knowledge and pass it on. Although they are often  
an older member in the community, age is not a prerequisite. 

You should be aware of addressing Elders appropriately; some 
Elders are referred to as Uncle or Aunty, but you should only 
use these titles when given permission to do so. Simply asking  
is the best way to find out if you can do so or not.1 

WHO IS A TRADITIONAL OWNER?
Traditional Owners are descendants of the people who 
originally occupied a region before the arrival of Europeans. 
Traditional Owners have a blood connection to that land – 
they are part of the traditional kinship system which related 
people to that country. They are also the holders of the 
local knowledge and stories relating to that specific land. 

It’s important to be aware that many Indigenous people have 
been displaced from their traditional lands by colonisation. In 
some cases, these people have lived on the traditional lands of 
other groups for many decades. These people are sometimes 
referred to as ‘historic people’. Some of these people have been 
adopted into traditional families and are prominent leaders 
within communities. They probably feel a connection to the land 
they live on, however they don’t carry the traditional stories and 
knowledge of that land and they are not Traditional Owners. 

BE AWARE OF CULTURAL LOAD
It’s important to be aware of the many responsibilities carried  
by Indigenous Elders, within the Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
communities. When engaging with the local Indigenous people 
in your community, be respectful of the many demands on 
their time and try to avoid adding unnecessary pressure. 

1.  Indigenous Program of Community Cultural Development New South Wales (CCDNSW), 2003, pg.8 
Respect, Acknowledge, Listen: Practical protocols for working with the Indigenous Communities of Western Sydney, Community Cultural Development New South Wales

2.  Indigenous Program of Community Cultural Development New South Wales (CCDNSW), 2003, pg.11 
Respect, Acknowledge, Listen: Practical protocols for working with the Indigenous Communities of Western Sydney, Community Cultural Development New South Wales

3.  Behrendt, L. 2012, Indigenous Australia for Dummies, Wiley Publishing Australia PTY LTD, Milton, Australia, pg.94

4.  Indigenous Program of Community Cultural Development New South Wales (CCDNSW), 2003, pg.6 
Respect, Acknowledge, Listen: Practical protocols for working with the Indigenous Communities of Western Sydney, Community Cultural Development New South Wales

http://www.sectorconnect.org.au/assets/pdf/resources/macunity/aboriginal_protocols.pdf
http://www.sectorconnect.org.au/assets/pdf/resources/macunity/aboriginal_protocols.pdf
http://www.sectorconnect.org.au/assets/pdf/resources/macunity/aboriginal_protocols.pdf



