Briefing Note – Kimberley Suicide Prevention Regional Trial Working Group
Workshop Meeting, Broome, 02 October 2018
“if suicide prevention is our serious goal, then the evidence in hand recommends investing
new moneys, not in the hiring of still more counsellors, but in organized efforts to preserve
Indigenous languages, to promote the resurgence of ritual and cultural practices, and to
facilitate communities in recouping some measure of community control over their own
lives.”
Professor Michael J Chandler Cultural Wounds Demand Cultural Medicines, Chapter 14 within Determinants of Indigenous Peoples'
Health (2018), Second Edition, Scholars Press.

“Culture is at our core. Rarely, if ever, is our Aboriginal Culture considered when
Governments design, develop and deliver policy and services for the West Kimberley. … We
know what needs to be done. We know how to do it. We need to be empowered so that
services and supports are designed, developed and delivered by our mob, for our mob.”
Empowered Communities Design Report (2015) document, page 70

In October or November 2018 WA Coroner Ms Ros Fogliani is expected to hand down her upcoming
Coronial Inquest Report. This will be the 42nd report in to Aboriginal suicide in the last 15 years. We cannot
pre-empt the Coroner’s findings, but we do know what the WA Parliament Standing Committee on Health
and Education found when in November 2016 it delivered Learnings from the message stick, The report of
the Inquiry into Aboriginal youth suicide in remote areas (2016):
The various reports and inquiries the Committee considered during this Inquiry made a broad range
of recommendations. Perhaps the most important, yet least enacted, were about the role of
Aboriginal culture, both as a primary protective factor building resilience in young people, and also
ensuring that programs and services are culturally appropriate. Similarly, many recommendations
advocated for greater engagement of Aboriginal people in developing strategies, programs and
services, yet the Committee was presented with little evidence demonstrating the government was
meaningfully consulting or partnering with Aboriginal communities.
[Chairman’s Foreword]
This is the essential challenge which confronts the Working Group to the Kimberley Suicide Prevention
Regional Trial:
The holistic nature of Aboriginal youth suicide requires a holistic response. Historically, government
efforts have focussed inappropriately on a more clinical approach dominated by acute mental
health services. This is not to say that there hasn’t been a gap in those services, particularly in
regional areas, but the balance of the approach to Aboriginal suicide prevention has been skewed,
limiting effectiveness.
[Message Stick, page v]
There is increasing evidence that culturally-based programs have the greatest impact in preventing
suicide; however, the Western Australian Government has demonstrated reluctance in funding
programs of this nature.
[Finding 8 Page 57]
That the Western Australian Government shifts its focus from government owned and run
programs and services for Aboriginal people to Aboriginal owned and run programs. The
Committee acknowledges that this will be a gradual process; however, it can begin immediately by
designing strategies, services and programs with the aim of empowering Aboriginal communities.
[Recommendation 13 Page 79]

The entire machinery of Government is set up so as to perpetuate current systems and structures and to
thwart meaningful moves towards culturally based, Aboriginal owned and controlled services. And there is
little evidence that the State Government’s recent Service Priority Review report will lead to the kinds of
changes recommended in the Message Stick Report (2016). These concerns are mirrored at the
Commonwealth level through:
•

Prime Minister and Cabinet – Minister Scullion advising KALACC and Aarnja in October 2017 that the
Department and the IAS were not vehicles to support culturally based programs

•

Department of Health – Minister Ken Wyatt writing to KALACC on 22 August 2017, 15 January 2018, 21
June 2018, outlining expenditures of tens of millions of dollars but describing no pathway towards
accessing meaningful funding for the Yiriman Project and giving no commitment to the Commonwealth
responding to the Yiriman Business Plan (2010).

However, there are some good reasons for optimism and there are meaningful levers now available to the
Working Group. These levers include as follows:

•

State Government Responses to the Message Stick Report and the Coroner’s Report – the State has
advised that once the Coroner releases her report then the State will respond to both reports at the
same time;

•

Interest of the Treasurer and Minister for Aboriginal Affairs – the hon Ben Wyatt attended the
KALACC AGM at Ngumpan on Thursday 20 September 2018 and stated that current processes failed to
provide adequate outcomes in reducing Aboriginal suicide and that new approaches must be tried;

•

The processes of the Kimberley Suicide Prevention Regional Trial – the existence of the trial does
provide an opportunity to focus the attention of Governments. The challenge on 02 October is to
address the systemic aspects that the trial has thus far not addressed;

•

Empowered Communities – we see evidence in Cape York and in the NPY lands of the real
opportunities which EC offers for Indigenous designed and led solutions and for local models to be
supported by Canberra. The challenge in the Kimberley is to develop East Kimberley and West
Kimberley Development Plans which can be supported by the community and by Canberra;

•

Close the Gap Refresh – there is a widespread recognition that the deficits discourses of 10 years of
Close the Gap have failed and there is a commitment to a new Strengths – based agenda. The challenge
is that PMC holds serious concerns about the measurability of culturally based solutions, despite ample
evidence within Australia and from overseas as to how this can be done;

•

My Life My Lead – “The Report will also inform the development of the next iteration of the
Implementation Plan [for the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Plan 2013-2023]
that is due to be released in 2018. This presents an opportunity to consider new ways of working that
take into account the impacts of social determinants and cultural determinants of health for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people.”

The Message Stick Report (2016) tells us that there has been too much focus on clinical approach
dominated by acute mental health services, that there is increasing evidence that nothing works better
than culture, that Governments are deeply reluctant to fund culture and that what is needed is a shift
away from government owned and delivered services and towards community-based services. This is the
challenge for the Working Group to consider on 02 October. KALACC will in mid-November 2018 present to
the Steering Committee the Kimberley Cultural Activities Scoping Study, outlining what a raft of Aboriginal
organisations each contribute towards the strength of Aboriginal culture in the Kimberley [including
language centres, art centres, Women’s Centres, Men’s Centres, PBCs, media organisations, ranger groups
and others].
But in the here and now, KALACC has for 37 years acted as the region’s peak Aboriginal culture centre and
to date we have received no response from either State or Commonwealth Governments to:
•

2010 Yiriman Business Plan

•

2017 KALACC Cultural Solutions Position Paper.

The challenge for the Working Group to address is how to employ the levers described above so as to
redress the deep reluctance by Governments to fund community owned, culturally based programs.

ATTACHMENT 1 – My Life My Lead – Priority Area 1 - Culture

PRIORITY AREA 1: CULTURE AT THE CENTRE OF CHANGE
The importance of culture underpins the value that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
place on continuing to practice ways of knowing and being, which are embodied in Country, family,
ancestors, language, art, dance, songs and ceremony.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures are diverse and continue to thrive across
metropolitan, regional and remote areas of Australia. In 2016, over one-third of the Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander population reported living in capital city areas, with a contemporary sense of
belonging, along with traditional ties, reinforced through kinship and family networks.
Practising culture can involve a living relationship with ancestors, the spiritual dimension of
existence, and connection to Country and language. Individual and community control over their
physical environment, dignity and self-esteem, respect for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people’s rights and a perception of just and fair treatment are also important to social and
emotional wellbeing.
Consultations and online submissions emphasised that culture needs to be at the centre of
policies and programs. The Australian Government is also committed to addressing the ongoing
barriers that impede access to health, education, employment and other essential services.
From a systems lens, government programs and policies must also acknowledge and respond to
the impacts of racism in the health system, and intergenerational trauma to support access and
quality within broader service systems, and improve the evidence-base that informs government
and community action.
Progress against this priority area can be made by building on existing effort to improve how
governments engage with and respond to the needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities. The Empowered Communities initiative establishes a new way for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander communities and governments to work together. This approach puts
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture and participation front and centre of government
decision-making.
Furthermore, all governments have agreed to embed cultural respect and responsiveness across
all health systems through the Cultural Respect Framework for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Health 2016–2026. An innovative and strategic approach across government will ensure
efforts to support the social determinants and cultural determinants of health are pursued
systematically and collaboratively with a broader focus on outcomes.

http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/D2F6B905F3F667DACA2580D400014BF1/$File/My
%20Life%20My%20Lead%20Consultation%20Report.pdf

ATTACHMENT 2 – Kimberley Letter to the Hon – Mark McGowan – Premier of Western Australia

ATTACHMENT 3 – Kimberley Aboriginal Men’s Gathering Statement - 2018

ATTACHMENT 4 – LEARNINGS FROM THE MESSAGE STICK – KEY POINTS

Learnings from the message stick: The report of the Inquiry into Aboriginal youth suicide
in remote areas
Education and Health Standing Committee, Western Australian Parliament, November 2016

•

Perhaps the most important, yet least enacted, were about the role of Aboriginal culture, both as a
primary protective factor building resilience in young people, and also ensuring that programs and
services are culturally appropriate (Chairman’s Foreword).

•

Aboriginal culture and identity has been degraded by colonisation and discrimination. Restoring this
culture and sense of identity has been consistently identified as a key protective factor. Previous
reports and inquiries have recommended that this can be achieved through various means, primary of
which is culturally-based programs, such as on-country camps and activities (ii).

•

Finding 1: The Western Australian Government has failed to adequately respond to
recommendations made by previous inquiries for more than 15 years (p13).

•

Finding 2: The Western Australian Government’s failure to respond to previous recommendations has
contributed to the current poor state of the wellbeing of Aboriginal people in Western Australia, in
particular to the crisis levels of Aboriginal youth suicide (p13).

•

Finding 8: There is increasing evidence that culturally-based programs have the greatest impact in
preventing suicide; however, the Western Australian Government has demonstrated reluctance in
funding programs of this nature (p57).

•

Finding 9: By their very nature, culturally-based programs must be tailored to suit the particular
community that will be using the program (p57).

•

Finding 13: Empowering Aboriginal communities is fundamental to reducing the high rates of
Aboriginal youth suicide (p77).

•

Finding 15: Aboriginal people should be fully engaged and involved in every facet of creating
strategies and developing programs and services which are relevant to them. This is not a new concept,
with inquiries recommending increasing engagement with and involvement of Aboriginal people
consistently for more than 15 years (p85).

•

Finding 16: The Western Australian Government has demonstrated a significant lack of vision by
failing to engage Aboriginal people in making decisions and developing strategies, programs and
services which affect them (p85).

•

Finding 21: Empowering Aboriginal communities requires Western Australian Government agencies
to relinquish their power when setting and implementing policies for Aboriginal people and undertake
a fundamental shift in the way government does business (p104).

•

Finding 23: Suicide Prevention 2020: Together we can save lives is a generic suicide prevention
strategy which does not specifically address the needs of Aboriginal communities (p120).

•

Finding 42: Very little Royalties for Regions funding has been directed towards Aboriginal-specific
or youth-specific suicide prevention or postvention initiatives (p206).

ATTACHMENT 5 – June Oscar keynote address to the National Suicide Prevention Conference, July 2017

Cultural strength is key to suicide prevention
Social Justice Commissioner June Oscar keynote address to the National Suicide Prevention Conference, July 2017:

•

The strength of our culture must be the bedrock of any solutions to many of the challenges that we
face.

•

The colonization of our country has come at a great cost for our peoples. We see it every day in the
health and wellbeing of our peoples, in the lack of jobs and in the trauma and disadvantage that
surrounds us.

•

The power of our culture in healing and the necessity of community designed and led solutions are key
antidotes for change.

•

Our culture is both an ancient and continuing source of resilience. And it is a necessary part of the
solutions that we are forging in our communities right across this country.

•

We know the healing power and protective role that culture plays in our communities. Our culture kept
us safe and healthy long before the British arrived on our shores and long before we even had words to
describe the devastation of suicide. It has been a reservoir of strength that has sustained us throughout
time.

•

Research tells us that strong cultural connections is a necessary ingredient for good health and
wellbeing.

•

We know that culture is a critical ingredient of any approach for addressing suicide in our
communities and is a lifeline to all of us but especially our most vulnerable.

•

We also know that bringing about change means moving away from discussions that are based in the
‘deficit’ and channelling our efforts into the strengths-based programs and services such as those that I
have already mentioned.

•

The language of strength, not deficit is what will keep our cultures and our communities alive.

•

The challenge for us in the modern world is how do we continue to be sustained by the world’s oldest
living culture in a society that seems to give it so little value. Walking in two worlds of what it means
to be an Indigenous person in this country is not an easy path. Sadly, it is too easy to get swept up in
the pain when you are surrounded by little else.

•

[Quoting Gularrwuy Yunupingu] What Aboriginal people ask is that the modern world now makes the
sacrifices necessary to give us a real future. To relax its grip on us. To let us breathe, to let us be free
of the determined control exerted on us to make us like you. And you should take that a step further
and recognise us for who we are, and not who you want us to be. Let us be who we are – Aboriginal
people in a modern world – and be proud of us. Acknowledge that we have survived the worst that the
past had thrown at us, and we are here with our songs, our ceremonies, our land, our language and our
people – our full identity. What a gift this is that we can give you, if you choose to accept us in a
meaningful way’.

ATTACHMENT 6 – Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Suicide Prevention Project, June 2016

Solutions That Work: What The Evidence and Our People Tell Us
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Suicide Prevention Project, June 2016

If thematic elements can be drawn from the Chandler and Lalonde studies, the first is community
empowerment: supporting communities’ agency to make real choices and change their experience for
the better. This could be through education and awareness raising, the emergence of leadership and
decision-making structures, the devolution of decision-making power to such structures, and the
presence of services and support organisations to assist in achieving goals and/or the provision of
resources. Cultural maintenance and renewal was another thematic element. More broadly, the studies
suggested that primordial prevention – upstream interventions that may have little directly to do with
suicide as such – had an important place in Indigenous suicide prevention (p12).

ATTACHMENT 7 – SENATOR PATRICK DODSON STATEMENT – JULY 2017

‘Mabu liyan – I hope you feel good in your heart’
Senator Patrick Dodson, article on the current Coronial Inquest into suicide in the Kimberley, 29 July 2017.
Some of the key points that Senator Dodson makes, in his own words, are as follows:

•

The impact of colonisation has been traumatic for our people. It has contributed to a loss of
connectedness through the destruction of culture and respect. This has resulted in harmful behaviors
and dysfunctional relationships, substance abuse, family violence, and ultimately the loss of hope and
the loss of the will to live.

•

External service providers and delivery systems can have good intentions but as long as they look at us
from over the hill and come up with ideas to fix our problems from the outside, they will always fail.
They fail because the solutions do not come from within the culture. They do not fully understand
mabu liyan.

•

Programs that value cultural imperatives like connection to country, and initiatives controlled by
Aboriginal people must be been given priority. We should be listening to Aboriginal organisations
such as Aarnja, KALACC (Kimberley Aboriginal Law and Culture Centre) or Nyamba Buru Yawuru,
organisations that are actively engaged in promoting mabu liyan.

