Aboriginal anD
TOrres Strait ISlander

Timeline of
resistance

Invasion
Before departing England, Governor
Phillip’s instructions of April 1787
included:
“You are to endeavour by every possible
means to open intercourse with the
natives, and to conciliate their affections,
enjoining all out subjects to line in amity
and kindness with them. And if any of our
subjects shall wantonly destroy them, or
give them any unnecessary interruption
in the exercise of their occupation, it
is our will and pleasure that you do
cause such offenders to be brought to
punishment according to the degree of
the offence.”
(Historical Records of New South Wales, Sydney 1889)

1788
These instructions were not followed.
The notion of Terra Nullius was created.
The great southland was considered
wasteland, unoccupied, and belonging
to no one. Despite common belief,
there was immediate resistance by
Indigenous peoples.
Amongst its human cargo, the First Fleet
brought with it many illnesses. Diseases
indigenous to Aboriginal people appear
to have been few. Dental disease was
relatively rare; smallpox, influenza,
measles, whooping cough, tuberculosis,
leprosy and syphilis were unknown.

Tasmania's
Black War

1824-31

The most intense frontier conflict in Australia’s
history. It was a clash between the most
culturally and technologically dissimilar
humans to have ever come into contact. At stake
was nothing less than control of the country,
and the survival of a people.

The Pinjarra
massacre

1834

The Pinjarra massacre (or Battle of Pinjarra)
in Western Australia. An attack was carried
out on a camp of the Binjareb tribe.
Between 14 and 30 Aboriginal men, women
and children were killed.

The Myall Creek
Massacre
The Myall Creek Massacre in NSW the
first of the massacres where (white)
offenders were punished under law.
28 unarmed Aboriginal people were
killed, mainly women and children.

1835

Kilcoy and
Whiteside
poisonings

1842-47

Aboriginal people were given gifts of flour laced
with strychnine in what is known as the Kilcoy
and Whiteside poisonings. The poisonings
claimed nearly 150 Aboriginal lives. Around
70 were killed in Kilcoy on the South Burnett
in 1842 and around another 70 were killed at
Whiteside near Brisbane in 1847.

1846

Tasmanian Aboriginal people
petition the Queen to
protest their incarceration
on Flinders Island

Jimmy
Clements

1927
Jimmy Clements was a Wiradjuri
Aboriginal elder. At the age of 80 he
walked barefoot with his dog all the
way from Tumut to be present at the
opening of Parliament House in 1927.
He was not allowed into Parliament
House due to his attire. The Police
tried to turn him away but he stood
his ground and was supported by
members of the crowd. He responded
with “this is the land of my ancestors.”

The Coniston
Massacre

1928

The Coniston Massacre in the Northern Territory was one
of the last mass killings by Europeans during the Frontier
War period. The murder of European dingo trapper, Fred
Brooks, has been noted as the catalyst for the massacre.
Aboriginal men Padygar and Arkikra were arrested
and stood trial in Darwin, over his murder, but were
acquitted after Kamalyarrpa Japanangka was reported as
responsible for Brooks’ death. Mounted Constable George
Murray led a revenge party comprising police and civilians,
shooting more than 60 Anmatyerre, Kaytetye and Warlpiri
men, women and children over several months.

Cumeragunja
CAMP

1933

A large camp of 200 Aboriginal people
near Cumeragunja refused dole in Victoria
because they were ‘NSW residents’, but
denied assistance in NSW because they
were ‘too black and should apply to the
NSW Aboriginal Protection Board’. Under
the prevailing assimilation policies of the
NSW APB, they were told that they were ‘too
white’ to receive rations because they were
not ‘predominantly Aboriginal blood’.

Day of Mourning
and Protest

1938
26 January

The celebration of 150 years of ‘theft
and genocide’. The Aborigines League
called to white Australia: “You took
our land by force ... you have almost
exterminated our people, but there are
enough of us remaining to expose the
humbug of your claim, to be civilised,
progressive and humane.”
At the Day of Mourning Congress,
Jack Patten, as President of the Aborigines’ Progressive Association,
announced: “The conference is called to bring home to the white people
of Australia the frightful conditions in which the native Aborigines of this
continent live. We ask for full citizen rights, including old age pensions,
maternity bonus relief work when unemployed, and the right to a full
education for our children.”

Cumeragunja
walk off

1939

Jack Patten goes to Cumeragunja to talk to the residents about
their failed campaign to remove manager A.J. McQuiggan,
they are demanding an immediate inquiry into McQiggan’s
‘intimidation, starvation and victimisation’. As a result of
Patten’s advice 200 Cumeragunja residents decide to ‘walk-off’
the reserve in protest at Aboriginal Protection Board policies
and treatment of their people. 200 of Cumeragunja’s residents
cross the Murray River into Victoria and set up camp at Barmah.
And so began a strike which lasted 9 months.

1946
Pilbara Strike
On 1 May, nearly 800 Indigenous pastoral workers
throughout the Pilbara defied the Aborigines Act
1905 (WA) and walked off in protest over lack of
personal freedom, poor or no pay (often only rations)
and substandard living conditions. The strike was
organised with no phones or radios and lasted until
1949, the longest strike in Australia’s history.

Maralinga
and Emu plains
nuclear tests

1955-63
The Australian government agreed to
perform atomic tests, on Aboriginal
land of the Anangu people. Many
Anangu people were forcibly
removed from their traditional lands
in the lead-up to the tests. The forced
relocations affected the traditional
lifestyle of many families.

It was also later realised that a traditional travel route crossed through the Maralinga
testing range. There are tragic accounts of Aboriginal families sleeping in atomic bomb
craters. And the impacts of the poison continue today.

1957
Palm Island strike
All Islanders were required to work 30 hours each week, and up
until the 1960s no wages were paid for this work. Seven Palm
Island men led a strike demanding wages, improved health,
housing and working conditions. As a result of this action these
men and their families, were expelled from the island.

National land
rights campaign

The Federal Council for the Advancement
of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders
(FCAATSI) launches a national campaign for
Aboriginal land rights.

1968

1962-70

Lake Tyers
Lake Tyers was the only remaining Victorian reserve for Aboriginal
people which was staffed. The fight to save it was led by Aboriginal
people and supported by churches, unions and activist organisations,
and the protest grew until it could not be ignored. This was a clash of
ideas: assimilation of the Lake Tyers population into the mainstream
community, or recognition that people had a right to stay on the
Lake Tyers reserve - on land which was their home.

Yirrkala Bark
Petition

1963

“The strangest petition yet received by the House of
Representatives - written in the Aboriginal language
on a length of stringy bark - was presented to the
House today. It began ‘Bukudjuini gonga yuru
napurrunha yirrakilli ...’ Which means ‘The humble
petition of the undersigned people of Yirrkala’.”
This petition, signed by representatives of the tribal
groups who lived on the Gove Peninsula east of
Darwin, objected to a large mining venture which
the federal government had approved without
consulting with the people whose families had lived
there for many, many generations.

Freedom rides

Charles Perkins and Reverend Ted Noffs of the
Wayside Chapel organised a ‘Freedom Ride’
with 30 non-Indigenous Sydney University
students from the group Student Action for
Aborigines (SAFA).
The bus went into some of NSW’s most
notoriously racist country towns. They were
pelted with eggs and rotten fruit when they
tried to desegregate the Moree swimming pool
and such was the level of violent response

1965
they encountered that the hired bus driver left
the tour halfway through out of fear. But the
resultant publicity resounded around the world
and exposed the vicious nature of Australian
racism in an unprecedented way. The action
was described as, “Internationally inspired,
a product of cooperation between whites
and blacks committed to the same ideals,
confrontationist but non-violent, the Freedom
Ride was a consciousness-raising exercise that
was very effective. Awakening media interest
in Aboriginal affairs was, for the first time,
marshalled in favour of the Black Australian
cause, to the severe embarrassment of many
white townspeople in rural New South Wales.
All of these elements foreshadowed a pattern
of protest that was to continue and expand in
the 1970s and 1980s.”

1966

Wave Hill walk off
From wage rights to land rights. Aboriginal pastoral workers
walked off the job on the vast Vesteys’ cattle station at Wave Hill in
the Northern Territory. At first they expressed their unhappiness
with their poor working conditions and disrespectful treatment.
Conversations between stockmen who had worked for Vesteys and
Dexter Daniels, the North Australian Workers’ Union Aboriginal
organiser, led to the initial walk off. The Guindji also had concerns
beyond wages and ultimately asserted a claim to their land.

Referendum

1967
The referendum in which 92%
of Australian people vote ‘Yes’ in
favour of Commonwealth control
of Aboriginal Affairs, and thereby
theoretically a better deal for
Aboriginal people. The referendum
achieves minimal real change
in the lives of most Indigenous
people and the resulting
disillusionment among younger
activists leads to an examination
of more confrontational methods.
This disillusionment and
reassessment of tactics in part
gives birth to the Australian Black
Power Movement.

A land rights
win in Victoria

1970

Passage of the Aboriginal Lands Act in Victoria leads
to the presentation of the title deeds to residents
of Lake Tyers and Framlingham in July.

1971
Noonkanbah walk off
The Traditional Owners – the Yungngora people were employed
by the station owners until 1971 until they walked off over a pay
and conditions dispute. In 1976 the station was purchased by the
Aboriginal Land Fund to be developed by the traditional owners and
people moved back. It has since then been run by the people of the
Yungngora Community. Noonkanbah is in the West Kimberley in WA.

Black Power
in Redfern
“The emergence of what might be called
an Aboriginal intelligentsia is taking
place in Redfern and other urban centres.
It is a politically active intelligentsia…
I think they are the most interesting
group to emerge from the political point
of view in the whole of the Aboriginal
community in Australia”. (Dr. Herbert Cole
Coombs, Chairman of the Council for Aboriginal Affairs)

During this time a series of events took
place; the evictions of Aboriginal residents
from the ‘block’ and protests around this,
plus a group of campaigners successfully
lobbied for a grant which allowed the
Aboriginal Housing Commission to

1968–72
purchase houses in 1972. The area was
significant as an affordable source of lowcost housing. During this time was also
the establishment of Aboriginal controlled
and run services. However it was a period
marked by increased police brutality
and surveillance, particularly as it was
considered to be the base for Black Power
organising in Australia. These years set the
scene for activists converging to organise
the tent embassy.

1972
Tent Embassy established
The Prime Minister of Australia, Mr William
McMahon made his ill-fated statement on
Aboriginal Rights. The reaction was instant
and dramatic as Aboriginal activists moved
quickly to establish a protest camp on the lawns
of Parliament House. The group accidentally
exposed a flaw in Canberra ordinances when
it was discovered that there was no actual
prohibition on camping on the Parliamentary
lawn. This enabled the establishment of a
permanent office/camp/protest on the lawns.

In the six months it stood the Aboriginal Embassy
put the Australian Indigenous struggle for justice
onto the international political stage. Indeed,
it was so successful that a desperate McMahon
Government covertly rushed through Parliament
a special law to make it illegal to camp on the
lawns of Parliament. The ACT Police demolished
that version of the Embassy in a series of violent
demonstrations in July 1972. Some argue the
Aboriginal Embassy protest has been the most
effective political action in the history
of the Aboriginal struggle.

Land rights
act passed

1976

The Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act
is the first national land rights legislation. The Act
recognises ‘traditional Aboriginal owners’ for the first
time in Australian law and it provides for ‘the granting
of Traditional Aboriginal Land in the Northern
Territory for the benefit of Aboriginals, and for other
purposes’. Although the Act has been amended more
than 15 times since 1976 it remains substantially the
same as passed in 1976.

Noonkanbah
oil protest

1980
on 7 August 1980. Violent confrontations
between police and Noonkanbah
protesters ensued, culminating in the
drilling rigs forcing their way through
community picket lines onto sacred land.

The station was the scene for an intense
political dispute when the government
of the day allowed exploration company
AMAX to drill for oil in sacred sites.
Western Australia’s Premier, Charles Court,
was adamant that the exploration should
go ahead regardless – and a convoy of
45 non-union drilling rigs and trucks left
Perth protected by hundreds of police

“We’d marched along the flat; I came
with the flag. I was at the homestead
holding the flag and going out and
shouting. We locked the gate. We pushed
the police away and said, ‘nowhere on
our property now’. The two and a half
million dollars they spent was all for
nothing. The government (and Amax)
only found bubbling water coming out of
the ground,” Dixie Cox

1985
Uluru handed back to
Traditional owners
Title to the 1,325-square-kilometre Uluru-Kata Tjuta National
Park was handed back to the traditional landowners by GovernorGeneral Sir Ninian Stephen. Aboriginal people from throughout
Australia attend the ceremony but not the Northern Territory’s
Chief Minister Ian Tuxworth. He reiterated the Northern Territory
Government’s opposition to the handover.

Bicentennial
boycott

1987

The Central, Northern and Tiwi Land Councils and
Pitjantjatjara Council meet together and decide to
boycott the Bicentennial celebrations. They believe
that the anniversary of white settlement provides little
for Aboriginal people to celebrate and decide to spend
the year celebrating the survival of Aboriginal culture.

1988

Bicentennial
March in Sydney on Australia Day where an estimated
20,000 Aboriginal people are joined by their supporters
from the trade unions, the churches and the wider
community, in a demonstration of survival. A joint
statement signed by the heads of fourteen church’s
calls for Aboriginal rights, including a secure land base.

Royal Commision
into Aboriginal
Deaths in Custody

1989-91

After two years of intensive hearings and
investigations the Royal Commission into Aboriginal
Deaths in Custody releases its National Report.
The report contains 339 recommendations in five
volumes and addresses underlying issues including
the dispossession of Aboriginal land and culture, and
Aboriginal exclusion from economic benefits. The
Commission supports the granting of Aboriginal land
rights Australia-wide and Aboriginal people’s right to
control access and development of their land.

Mabo

1992
On 3 June 1992 the High Court
overturns the doctrine of terra
nullius and recognises the existence
of native title in the case of Eddie
Mabo and Others v the State of
Queensland. The High Court found
in favour of a claim to Murray Island
by the Meriam people. The decision
brings Australian common law into
line with international precedents
and historical fact, by recognising the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders
had, and still have, property rights in
their traditional lands.

Native Title Act
In response to Koiki (Eddie) Mabo
and others achieving recognition of
their native title in the High Court,
the Keating ALP Government brings
about a national legislative response in
consultation with Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander leaders and in the face
of fierce opposition from the Liberal
National Coalition and national mining,
pastoral and agricultural lobbies.

1993

The Native Title Act sets up processes
to determine where native title exists,
how future activity impacting upon
native title may be undertaken, and to
provide compensation where native
title is impaired or extinguished. The
Act gives Indigenous Australians who
hold native title rights and interests—or
who have made a native title claim—
the right to be consulted and, in some
cases, to participate in decisions about
activities proposed to be undertaken on
the land. It falls short of the veto power
in the NT Aboriginal Land Rights Act and
today’s UN Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples.

Hindmarsh
Island bridge
A proposed bridge to Hindmarsh Island,
near Goolwa, South Australia attracted
opposition from Aboriginal leaders,
many local residents and environmental
groups. A group of Ngarrindjeri women
Elders declared the site to be sacred and
an area of ‘Secret Women’s Business’.
The case attracted much controversy
because the issue intersected with
broader concerns about Indigenous
rights in the Australian community at
the time, and coincided with the Mabo
and Wik High Court cases regarding
Native Title. The Hindmarsh Island
Royal Commission said that ‘secret
women’s business’ had been fabricated.

1994
Subsequently, the Howard Government
passed the Hindmarsh Island Bridge Act
(1997), which allowed construction to
go ahead. The bridge was completed in
March 2001.
In August 2001, a civil case in the Federal
Court of Australia re-ignited the debate.
In rejecting claims for damages by the
developers, Justice John von Doussa
stated that he was not satisfied that the
claims of ‘secret women’s business’ had
been fabricated, although never explicitly
stating them to be true. The Ngarrindjeri
and their supporters took the decision
as a vindication, and many organisations
subsequently apologised.

Wik Peoples
vs QLD

1996

The Wik and Wik Way Peoples ‘bring native title to the
mainland of Australia’ through their successful claim in
the High Court achieves ‘exclusive possession native title’.
The reaction to this historic breakthrough from mining and
farming lobbies and conservative state governments results in
the Howard Fisher Government’s “10 point plan” for ‘bucket
loads of extinguishment’ - and major amendments to the
Native Title Act. The UN Committee for the Elimination of
Racial Discrimination finds the amendments to be racially
discriminatory. The amended Act remains in force.

1996

Irati Wanti campaign
Irati Wanti: The Poison, Leave It - was the campaign of the Kupa Piti Kungka
Tjuta, the senior Aboriginal women of Coober Pedy against a proposed
nuclear waste dump on their country. Their long campaign which involved
many allies, was ultimately successful in stopping the dump.
“We are Aboriginal Women, Yankunytjatjara, Antikarinya and Kokatha.
We know the country. We know the stories for the land. We are worrying
for the country and we’re worrying for our kids. We say, No radioactive
dump in our ngura — in our country.”

1999
Jabiluka Blockade
Jabiluka is a uranium deposit on Mirrar
Aboriginal land surrounded by the
World Heritage listed Kakadu National
Park in the Northern Territory. The
struggle to prevent uranium mining in
the Kakadu region has a long history.
The Mirarr have had the longest direct
relationship with uranium mining in this
country, with their country taking in both
the Ranger uranium mine and the stalled
Jabiluka mine project.

The Mirrar Traditional Owners, backed
by environment groups and community
members, stood their ground to protect
country and culture. The campaign at
Jabiluka involved thousands of people
in extensive legal, political and protest
action and ultimately stopped the mine.
As Senior Traditional Owner Yvonne
Margarula says with mining: “The
promises never last but the problems
always do”.

Close the Gap
campaign

2006

A coalition working to achieve health equality for
Indigenous Australians by 2030. Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples can expect to live
10-17 years less than other Australians. Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people experience higher
rates of preventable illness such as heart disease,
kidney disease and diabetes.

The United Nations
Declaration on
the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples.

2007

Adopted by the UN general assembly in 2007. The
Australian Government declared its support for the
Declaration in 2009. Although Declaration is yet to
be implemented in law, policy and practice.

Northern Territory
Intervention, NT
Emergency Response

2007

In June 2007, the federal government staged a massive
intervention, with the backing of the army, in the Northern
Territory under the guise of ‘protecting Aboriginal children’
from sexual abuse. Without consultation Aboriginal peoples’
lives were and continue to be heavily regulated. Aboriginal
people living in Prescribed Areas have been excluded from
the protection of the Racial Discrimination Act and Northern
Territory Anti-Discrimination legislation. The Intervention
constitutes serious and multiple violations of the Race
Convention and other international human rights covenants,
to which Australia is signatory. Despite widespread protests
the intervention was extended until 2022.

2008–14

Muckaty campaign
Traditional owners win an 8 year campaign against the Federal Government
proposing Australia’s first nuclear waste dump on Muckaty Station north
of Tennant Creek. As young Warlmanpa leader Kylie Sambo told a victory
press conference “If we can stand up for what we believe in and win, from
the middle of Australia, then so can you”. This grassroots campaign involved
a coalition of many; Traditional Owners, community members, environment
groups around the country, trade unions, medical associations and others.

Apology to
Stolen
Generation

2008

The former Prime Minister Kevin Rudd delivered an official
apology to the Stolen Generations. The apology was made
for what the Australian Government had done in the past
and to express regret for the pain and suffering it had caused
Indigenous people. The term Stolen Generations describes
the many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people who
were forcibly removed from their families as children by past
Australian Federal, State and Territory government agencies,
and church missions, from the late 1800s to the 1970s.

James Price
Point

2009–13

The proposed site for the gas hub was James Price point
(Walmandany) in the Kimberley region near Broome in Western
Australia. The area is of enormous cultural and ecological
significance. And part of an Aboriginal song line, encapsulating
history, geography, culture, song and law. More than 30
Aboriginal nations are in the region today, each with their own
language and cultural practices. There were different points
of view from Traditional Owners about the development. An
alliance of Traditional Owners, Aboriginal community members
and local people, environment groups and others stopped
Woodside’s proposal to build the gas hub at James Price Point.

Ampilatwatja
Walk-off

In Ampilatwatja, a community 300 kilometres
from Alice Springs, people left their homes in
protest at the Government’s housing program
and the ongoing NT intervention.

2009

National Congress
of Australia's
first people

Established to be national voice for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, congress is
independent of Government and aims to provide
a platform and voice to advocate nationally,
recognising the status and rights of First Nations
Peoples in Australia.

2010

2011

Northern Territory
Ban fracking campaign
An alliance of communities, Traditional Owners, pastoralists,
tourism operators and others are campaigning for the
implementation of ban on shale gas fracking across the Territory. A
ban would protect the Territory’s unique environments, song lines,
rich cultural heritage and precious water resources.

Sovereignty
Treaty

2012

The Federation of Aboriginal Sovereign Nations
gathered at the Aboriginal Tent embassy in
Canberra to mark 40 years since the first protest on
the site and discuss the need for Sovereignty. The
meeting declared “A Sovereign Treaty is the only
constitutional reform with the potential of justice for
Aboriginal Nations and Peoples.”

Leard
blockade

2012–14

The first coal mine blockade camp in Australia.
The Leard Blockade aimed to protect farms,
forest, community, culture and the climate from
Whitehaven Coal’s proposed Maules Creek mine
and other coal mining operations in the Leard State
Forest. A protection treaty was signed between the
Leard Forest Alliance and the Gomeroi Nation.

2012
Wangan AND Jagalingou
- No Means No
The Wangan and Jagalingou Traditional Owners first reject a deal
with Adani for the largest new coal mine in the world on their
ancestral lands and water in central Qld. By 2015 the Wangan and
Jagalingou Traditional Owners Family Council take their ‘defence
of country’ against the proposed Adani Carmichael coal mine into a
national and international Indigenous rights campaign.

Act of Recognition
in the Parliament

2013

This acknowledges that Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people are the first inhabitants of
this nation. The act was passed with the intention
of identifying a broad timeframe for the holding of
the referendum to recognise this, and provide other
protection, in the Constitution.

Poruma Island
community
protest

2014

The community organised a
protest to demand all levels of
government act on their funding
commitment towards the Torres
Strait seawalls project to protect
their island from coastal erosion
and flooding. Residents are
concerned and continue to take
action to protect their homeland.

2014
Proposed Aboriginal Community
closures in WA
The Premier of WA revealed plans to close between 100 and 150
of the 274 remote communities in WA, saying they can no longer
continue to service them. Communities said no. They held walk
offs, actions outside parliament and sparked mass rallies and
mobilisations led by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
(and SOS Blak Australia) across the country. Ultimately the
Government backed down from its plans.

Change The
Record campaign
The rates at which Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people are
experiencing violence and being put
in prison has reached a crisis point.
In the past 10 years we have seen a
88% increase in the number of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people ending
up in prison, and are now 13 times more
likely to be imprisoned than
non-Indigenous people. 

2015

At the same time, Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people – especially women
and children – are experiencing increasing
amounts of violence with Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander women 34 times
more likely to be hospitalised as a result of
family violence. The Change The Record
Campaign is calling for smarter solutions
that increase safety, address the root
causes of violence against women, cut
reoffending and imprisonment rates, and
build stronger and safer communities by
promoting investment in early intervention,
prevention and diversion strategies.

This resource is dedicated to all the elders, warriors,
stewards, protectors, and young mob coming through
standing strong for what you believe in...
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