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Key Lessons

Huge burden from diabetes & related illness

Current approaches -not working

New approaches are needed 
• Listening to Yolngu voices
• Gurrutu –enduring relationships 
• Marŋgikunhamirr – exchange knowledge
• Goŋ-ŋayathanhamirr –support, walking 

together, equal partnerships

meaning diabetes and its complications, heart disease, stroke and cancer eg 58% of 190 people with routine 



Why aren’t things working?

Balanda don’t understand that what they are saying is often not deeply 
understood by Yolngu
• New knowledge needs to be presented in Yolngu Matha language and integrated into 

Yolngu foundational concepts to be deeply understood

• Services not always fit for purpose b/o various reasons, including funding issues

• Policies are not effective eg school food could be much healthier, no restrictions on 
sugar sweetened beverages, infrastructure does not favour health

Yolngu are not engaged – dozens of  Balanda short term ‘programs.’ Too many 
messages. Conceptual differences and many Yolngu have English as a third or fourth 
language. Yolngu need and want to be making decisions for themselves.

Social determinants of health are a huge barrier – poverty, remote NT 



Some thoughts on the solutions to the diabetes epidemic: 
from our Unimelb team. ‘Yolngu helping Yolngu’

• Listening through trusted relationships - strong local Yolngu voice and governance

• Yolngu want scientific knowledge presented in their language in a way that fits with their foundational 
concepts ie told in stories that make sense to them, so they have a deeper understanding of the causes and 
prevention of chronic disease. ie The ‘back story’

• Use funding to maximise outcomes

• Fund, develop and sustain long term grass roots programs  - Yolngu supporting Yolngu

• More doctors, nurses and Aboriginal Health workers with incentives to stay a long time

• Innovative outreach - eg health at home, medical yarn-up, cooking at home support

• Healthy affordable food, traditional food, school food, clean, cold drinking water. Nutrition focused on 
protein, and healthy fats (as in traditional diets). Minimise refined carbohydrates such as sugar sweetened 
beverages. Water fountains with free cold clean water. Healthy takeaway meals

• Things to keep active – Yolngu jobs, sports, hunting, dance, music, swimming pools, skate parks

• Sensible policies that support a long-term vision eg Senior positions are Yolngu supported by Balanda – 20 
year exit plan for Balanda; restricted sugar sweetened beverages

• Not so siloed –social determinants of health. Housing is a big issue!

• Research and evaluation are vital as solutions need to be evidenced based. 
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Nobody likes to be told what
to do, everyone likes to be
part of the solution


