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Mr GUYULA (Nhulunbuy): Madam Speaker, the Environment Protection Bill is very important law 

across the Northern Territory. I understand that this bill is an improvement and I will support it 

today, but I note that there are concerns raised in the submissions to the scrutiny committee by 

many organisations. I would rather see this process slowed down so that the community can 

comment on the committee’s report and the government amendments.  

 I agree with the Member for Nelson. There has not been enough time to understand the breadth of 

this bill in terms of the committee’s report and amendments that have been given to us today. I 

have been part of the Economic Policy Scrutiny Committee. I know how much work there is and I 

think that the process is good; bills before the parliament can be commented on by everyone. This is 

a good process that the government has created.  

 I support the Member for Nelson’s motion for more time. My comments today will raise issues that 

have been raised in some of the submissions, but first, let me be clear; the laws that are created 

about the environment are very important. In Yolngu culture, our physical surroundings—the trees, 

rocks and waterways—are part of our spiritual realm. It tells a story of our beliefs and it is our 

ancestors. We are inextricably connected to all of it.  

 My moiety is Dhuwa and I know of all environmental surroundings that share this moiety of Dhuwa. 

I know all the elements that are Yirritja. This is my mother’s and my wife’s moiety. The environment 

and the essence of life—the air, land, water, trees and animals—we came out of the land to live off 

it, to treat it as life.  

 We relate to it as the Yolngu yothu-yindi, mari-gutharra, yapa-waku, grandmother/grandchild 

relationship, yapa-walkur as great grandmother/great grandchildren relationship, as our families. 

Just like Dr Mandawuy Yunupingu said, ‘We do not own mother earth; the earth owns us.’  

 We see a mountain being pulled down and there are tears for the spirits of our fathers and our 

grandmothers. Even if we sit around at hunting camps and fishing spots, people always say when 

children go and start chopping down trees that the elders say you are chopping down the spirits. 

That tree is an alive spiritual tree that has the spirit of our father.  

 Misusing the trees, the rocks, the ground or the water is against our law and that is firmly part of 

our education. Outsiders often do not understand this. In one community, there was some 

development that dug up rocks and the contractor took them away to the tip. They took these rocks 

to another country and the contractors were told, ‘No, these rocks need to be returned to the 

country’.  

 We do not choose our land or whether I am Dhuwa or Yirritja. The land is my mother. I have a 

connection like the cord to the mother. I am fed from the land and live from the land. It is what 

keeps us connected to our country.  

 When people start abusing land through misuse, we can see it through Yolngu eyes. We can see 

blood pouring out. A life is being destroyed and it will never be the same. These ancestral beings 

have poured their knowledge into those sites. When we say no to fracking it is because our ancestral 

beings travelled the water below, now buried by time. Through songs and ceremonies of ngarra, 
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dhapi, marradjiri, we know of the sacred waters below. When we die our spirits go back into the 

country and when we are born our spirits come from country, from our ancestors. When we speak 

about caring for land, it is at a very deep level.   

 Because of our connection to country we support strong protection of the environment. This is not 

just in the Northern Territory or in Arnhem Land, this is common for many Aboriginal people across 

Australia and the world.  

 My concern is that this bill may not be strong enough and may not have incorporated some of the 

amendments that the submissions have advised. The submission raised by the Arid Lands 

Environment Centre states that:  

  

If the current deficiencies acknowledged by the community, land councils and environmental groups 

are not addressed, the Bill is at risk of introducing a largely symbolic framework that is incapable of 

achieving any functional positive reform.  

 The submission also stated:  

  

We support the amendment to the previous draft Bill to provide for explicit recognition of the rights 

of Aboriginal people in the objects of the Bill, including the need for proponents to undertake 

consultation that is culturally appropriate. These additions are a significant improvement but do not 

go so far to be able to ensure compliance with our responsibility in international law to ensure 

indigenous people are able to provide free prior and informed consent (FPIC) and participate in 

decisions that affect their land and waters.  

  

The Bill should be amended to include a process to ensure that indigenous people who will be 

affected by a proposal on their land are consulted in process that enables them to determine the 

outcome of the EIA process. No approval should be granted unless there is explicit FPIC and the 

Minister is satisfied that a proponent has undertaken appropriate and comprehensive consultation.  

  

All too often project consultation is undertaken in a way that is not appropriate to the place or 

language and there is widespread misinformation and confusion in an affected community on the 

full nature of the benefits and impacts of the project. There is ample evidence of poor consultation 

in current EIA processes including misleading information, late engagement, linguistically 

inappropriate communication and a lack of ongoing reporting on the outcomes of consultation. 

These issues need to be rectified in law to improve the ability of communities to determine 

development according to their own interests.  

 I also note the recommendations of the Northern Land Council and Central Land Council to ensure 

that:  

• NT Environmental Protection Authority board membership includes Aboriginal representation and 

the inclusion of Indigenous scientific knowledge and traditional ecological perspectives  

• There is an Indigenous Advisory Committee established in the act to advise on consultation under 

the new law.  



 The land council submission also made recommendations regarding access to justice to ensure that 

the community can be part of protecting the environment. I would like to see all of these 

amendments adopted as part of this bill.  

 I understand that reform is greatly needed in this area and I congratulate government for bringing 

reform, but I believe more consultation is needed on this bill to ensure that it will protect our 

environment across all areas and allow for a more collaborative partnership with community and 

industry in protecting our sacred country. 


