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The week is framed by two key events in Australia’s history, which provide strong symbols for reconciliation:

•	27 May 1967 – the referendum that saw more than 
90 per cent of Australians vote to give the Australian 
Government power to make laws for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples and recognise them in 
the census.

•	3 June 1992 – the Australian High Court delivered 
the Mabo decision, which recognised that Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples have a special 
relationship with the land. This paved the way for 
land rights known as native title.

Resources	included	in	this	kit
This resource kit has been designed for use by organisations, students and individuals wanting to learn more 
about National Reconciliation Week. It contains the following information:

National Reconciliation Week fact sheet
Provides answers to frequently asked questions about 
National Reconciliation Week and why it’s important.

Recognition fact sheet
Examines the concept of recognition in the context 
of reconciliation.

Reconciliation timeline
Outlines a handy timeline of important dates and events 
in the history of reconciliation between Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples and other Australians.

1967 referendum fact sheet
Explains the history and significance of the 
1967 referendum.

Mabo decision fact sheet
Provides information about the historical significance 
of the Mabo decision and information on Native Title.

Constitutional recognition factsheet
Gives insight into the Constitution and what’s next 
in recognising Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples in our founding document.

Activities sheet
Lists activity ideas for National Reconciliation Week. 
The list includes basic ideas and further reading for 
use in schools, organisations and workplaces.

National 
Reconciliation Week
Resource kit

National	Reconciliation	Week	is	an	annual	celebration	held	from	27	May	to	3	June.	
It	is	a	time	to	celebrate	and	build	on	the	respectful	relationships	shared	by	
Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	Islander	peoples	and	other	Australians.

For	more	information
For more information about this National Reconciliation Week Kit, call Reconciliation Australia on (02) 6273 9200 
or visit www.reconciliation.org.au/nrw
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National 
Reconciliation Week

1.		What	is	National	
Reconciliation	
Week?

Each year from 27 May to 3 June, National Reconciliation Week celebrates 
and builds on the respectful relationships shared by Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples and other Australians. The week-long celebration is 
an ideal opportunity for all Australians to explore ways to join the national 
reconciliation effort.

2.	When	did	it	begin? The Week of Prayer for Reconciliation began in 1993 and was supported 
by Australia’s major religious groups. Three years later it evolved into 
National Reconciliation Week under the guidance of the Council for 
Aboriginal Reconciliation (now Reconciliation Australia).

3.		What	is	the	
significance	
of	27	May	
and	3	June?

May 27 and June 3 are important dates in Australia’s history. May 27 
marks the anniversary of the 1967 referendum when Australians voted to 
remove clauses in the Australian Constitution that discriminated against 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. The day before National 
Reconciliation Week, 26 May, is National Sorry Day, which was first held in 
Sydney in 1998 and is now commemorated nationally to remember and 
honour the Stolen Generations. 

June 3 marks the historic 1992 Mabo decision in which the High Court 
of Australia recognised native title—the recognition that Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples’ rights over their lands did survive British 
colonisation. 2012 marked the 20th anniversary of the Mabo decision and 
the 45th anniversary of the 1967 referendum. You can read more about 
these events in the fact sheets included in this kit.

4.		What	does	
‘reconciliation‚	
mean	in	the	
context	of	National	
Reconciliation	
Week?

Reconciliation involves building positive, respectful relationships between 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and other Australians; 
enabling us to work together to close the gaps, and to achieve a shared 
sense of fairness and justice. The ultimate goal of reconciliation is to build 
strong and trusting relationships between Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples and other Australians, as a foundation for success and 
to enhance our national wellbeing.

Closing the Gap describes the actions that schools, governments, 
businesses and the community can take to help achieve equality of life 
expectancy, education and employment for all Australians.
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5.		Why	is	National	
Reconciliation	
Week	important?

National Reconciliation Week is an ideal time for organisations, schools, 
universities and workplaces to join the reconciliation conversation. It is 
a chance to work towards the goal of building respectful relationships 
between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and other 
Australians, and to create a fair and equal society.

6.		Who	organises	
National	
Reconciliation	
Week?

National Reconciliation Week is organised by Reconciliation Australia; 
an independent, not-for-profit organisation established in 2000. It is the 
national organisation responsible for building and promoting reconciliation 
between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and other Australians.

Reconciliation Australia also works with state reconciliation councils in New 
South Wales, Queensland, Victoria, Western Australia and South Australia to 
organise local events and activities for National Reconciliation Week.

How	can	I	get	involved?
During National Reconciliation Week, you can participate in lots of activities and events that focus 
on the value of recognition. For example, cultural institutions in most capital cities hold recognition 
events. You can think about hosting an event at your school, organisation or workplace—it can be 
as simple as flying an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander flag, writing a blog, or posting something 
on Facebook or Twitter.

On a personal level, you can think about recognising someone in your life or take the time to learn 
about the rich Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture that exists in Australia. And, importantly, 
find the time to talk with your family and friends about why it’s important for all Australians to build 
respectful relationships with each other, and especially with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 

While National Reconciliation Week is a great time to think about these issues, you can still take 
action through the year to work towards reconciliation. Visit the Reconciliation Australia website 
for more information and to discover what activities and events are taking place in your local area 
during National Reconciliation Week and throughout the year.

Visit our website: www.reconciliation.org.au
Like us on Facebook: www.facebook.com/ReconciliationAus
Follow us on Twitter @RecAustralia 
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Let’s Talk 
Recognition

During National Reconciliation Week and over the 
coming months, Reconciliation Australia is inviting 
all Australians to talk about recognition and why it’s 
important. But what does recognition really mean?

What	is	recognition?
Recognition means different things to different people. 
But everyone likes it when they get it.

The Macquarie Dictionary says that recognition means 
“the acknowledgement of something as valid or entitled 
to consideration”.

Recognition can take lots of different forms, such as:

•	saying a simple “thank you” when someone lends 
you a helping hand

•	cheering on your friends or being cheered on during 
a game

•	being praised at work or school for your hard 
work and effort.

Think about how much you value recognition. When 
you are sincerely recognised for who you are and what 
you contribute, you feel proud, valued and connected. 
Being recognised is good for your self-esteem. It 
energises you and encourages you to recognise the 
best in others.

Join	the	national	conversation
Recognition is an important part of reconciliation. 
During National Reconciliation Week, we’re asking you 
to think about the value of recognition, what it means 
to you and why it’s important in building a national 
conversation about reconciliation.

Why	is	it	important	to	recognise	
Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	
Islander	peoples?
Since colonisation, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples have faced enormous challenges. Past laws and 
policies have led to the life expectancy gap between 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and other 
Australians to increase to 9-12 years.

These inequalities have, in some cases, hindered 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples from 
reaching their full potential.

The process of recognition is part of creating reconciliation 
between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
and other Australians, which will lead to respect and help 
develop better relationships and partnerships.

Why	should	Aboriginal	and	
Torres	Strait	Islander	peoples	
be	recognised?
For about 40,000 to 60,000 years Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples have been custodians of the land: 
they are the First Australians. Throughout this time they 
have developed a rich cultural heritage, which is treasured 
and enjoyed by Australians and people around the world. 
They have achieved great success in all fields of life, 
despite being socially and legally excluded from society 
for many years.

Hundreds of different histories and cultures have 
combined over time to create Australia’s unique way 
of life. By recognising the contribution of old and new 
Australians, we will grow as a nation and improve fairness 
and equality for all.

Recognition	comes	in	many	forms.	We	marvel	at	the	skills	of	our	sporting	stars.	We	
honour	the	sacrifice	of	our	ANZAC	heroes.	Each	has	helped	define	who	we	are	as	
Australians	and	all	of	those	achievers	have	included	Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	
Islander	peoples	who,	despite	being	socially	and	legally	excluded	from	society	for	
so	many	years,	have	triumphed	against	the	odds.
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Examples	of	recognition
•	The sacrifice made by the ANZACs in Gallipoli in 

World War 1 is recognised each year with a public 
holiday on 25 April.

•	The Aria Music Awards recognises the talent of the music 
industry in Australia.

•	The Mabo decision recognised that Australia was 
not terra nullius—empty land, as the original British 
colonists believed. This led to the legal recognition 
of native title.

•	At the 2000 Sydney Olympics, when Cathy Freeman 
won the gold medal in the 400-metre sprint we 
recognised her skill and determination at becoming 
the best in the world at her chosen sport.

•	On 13 February 2008 Prime Minister Kevin Rudd 
apologised to the Stolen Generations, recognising the 
mistakes made by past Australian governments, and 
helping to start the healing process for families hurt 
by past governments’ actions.

So	why	is	recognition	
important?
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have strived 
for proper recognition since British settlement in 1788.

In 2011, an Expert Panel appointed by the Government 
led a national conversation about the constitutional 
recognition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples. More than 3,400 submissions were received 
from organisations, government agencies and 
individuals with suggestions for reform.

In January 2012, the Expert Panel handed its report to the 
Prime Minister, recommending the following changes:

•	section 25 is removed

•	section 51(xxvi) is removed

•	a new section 51A is adopted to recognise Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples and to preserve the 
Australian Government’s ability to pass laws for the 
benefit of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples

•	a new section 116A is adopted, prohibiting 
racial discrimination

•	a new section 127A is adopted, recognising Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander languages while confirming 
that English is Australia’s national language.

For further information, please see:  
www.recognise.org.au

How	you	interpret	recognition	
is	up	to	you
During National Reconciliation Week, you might 
like to hold an event that recognises the important 
contributions Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
are making to your community. Or perhaps talk to your 
friends, colleagues, classmates and family about the value 
of recognition and why it’s particularly important to 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.

Other ideas for recognising Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples during National Reconciliation 
Week include:

1.	 flying the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander flags 
alongside the Australian flag at your workplace, 
home or school

2.	 inviting a member of the local Aboriginal or 
Torres Strait Islander community to speak at your 
workplace, organisation or school about their 
culture and the history of your local area

3.	 incorporating a Welcome to Country ceremony 
at important events

4.	 developing a Reconciliation Action Plan.

Visit the Reconciliation Australia website for more ideas 
and ways to put these plans into action.

Topics for discussion
1. What is recognition? What does it mean to you?

2. Why do you like getting recognition?

3. How do you feel when you don’t get recognition for 
something you’ve done?

4. How do you think recognition relates 
to reconciliation?
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Reconciliation 
Timeline

This	timeline	looks	at	events	that	have	made	an	impact	on	the	recognition	
of	Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	Islander	peoples.

1770 Captain Cook enters Botany 
Bay on the Endeavour. The 

British Government does not recognise the 
rights of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples and their special connection with 
the land. Instead, they claim the land for the 
British Crown and declare that Australia is terra 
nullius – land belonging to nobody.

1788 The First Fleet arrives 
and builds a settlement 

at Port Jackson in Sydney, New South Wales.

1901 The Commonwealth 
of Australia is formed.

1948 The Commonwealth 
Nationality and Citizenship 

Act gives the category of ‘Australian Citizenship’ 
to all Australians, including Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples, for the first time. 
However, at a state government level Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples still suffer 
legal discrimination.

1962 The Commonwealth 
Electoral Act is amended 

to give the vote to all Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples at Federal elections.

1967 On May 27, more 
than 90 per cent of 

Australians vote ‘Yes’ in a referendum 
to give the Australian Government 
the power to make laws for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples.

1972 January: The Aboriginal 
Tent Embassy is pitched 

outside Parliament House in Canberra, 
campaigning for the recognition 
of Aboriginal land rights.

December: The Australian Government 
establishes the Department of 
Aboriginal Affairs.1975 The Australian 

Parliament passes 
the Racial Discrimination Act to 
help ensure that Australians of all 
backgrounds are treated equally and 
receive the same opportunities.
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1991 The Royal 
Commission into 

Aboriginal Deaths in Custody presents 
it’s final report into the deaths of 99 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people in Australian jails. 1992 February: The Council for 

Aboriginal Reconciliation 
holds its first meeting in Canberra.

June: The High Court hands down the Mabo 
decision, recognising the special relationship 
that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples have with the land. The Court rules 
that Australia was never terra nullius.

1993 The United 
Nations declares 

1993 the International Year of the 
World’s Indigenous People. 

September: The first National 
Week of Prayer for Reconciliation 
is supported by Australia’s major 
faith communities. 1996 Following on from the 

National Week of Prayer 
for Reconciliation, the Council for Aboriginal 
Reconciliation launches Australia’s first 
National Reconciliation Week.

1997 The Bringing them 
Home Report on 

Australia’s Stolen Generations is launched 
at the National Reconciliation Conference.

1998  National Sorry Day is 
commemorated for the 
first time on 26 May.

1976 Patricia (Pat) O’Shane 
becomes Australia’s 

first Aboriginal barrister.

1985 Uluru is handed back to 
its traditional owners.

1988 The Barunga Statement, calling 
for rights for Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander peoples, is presented to 
Prime Minister Bob Hawke.
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2008 Prime Minister 
Kevin Rudd 

formally apologises to the Stolen 
Generations on behalf of the 
Australian Parliament.

2009 Australia supports 
the United Nations 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
People. Previously, Australia had been 
one of only four nations to oppose 
the Declaration.

2013 What future 
steps do you 

think Australia should take towards 
greater recognition of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples?

This timeline does not contain all reconciliation milestones. 
It has been designed to mark key events.

2000 Reconciliation 
Australia is set 

up as an independent, not-for-profit 
organisation.

May: Approximately 300,000 people 
walk across Sydney Harbour Bridge 
as part of National Reconciliation 
Week, showing support for the 
reconciliation process.

2005 National Reconciliation 
Planning Workshop is 

held; attended by the Prime Minister and 
the Leader of the Opposition.

2007 Australia celebrates 
the 40th anniversary 

of the 1967 referendum.

June: The Australian Government, led 
by Prime Minister John Howard, begins 
an intervention into Northern Territory 
Aboriginal communities.

2004 The Commonwealth 
Government establishes 

a memorial to the Stolen Generations at 
Reconciliation Place in Canberra.
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27 May:  
a significant date
The 1967 referendum

The 1967 referendum altered the Australian Constitution. 
More than 90 per cent of Australian voters chose ‘Yes’ 
to count Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
in the census and give the Australian Government the 
power to make laws for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples.

What	was	life	like	for	the	First	
Australians	before	1967?
When the First Fleet arrived in January 1788, Great Britain 
took formal possession of Australia. It did so without 
negotiating with the original inhabitants, the Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples who had inhabited 
the land for between 40,000 to 60,000 years. The British 
Government declared that the continent was terra nullius 
– empty land, or land that belongs to nobody.

The British settlement in Australia was not peaceful. 
Aboriginal people were moved off their traditional land 
and killed in battles or by hunting parties. European 
diseases such as measles and tuberculosis also killed 
many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 

From 1829, Australia was considered part of Great Britain, 
which meant that all inhabitants—including Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples—were regarded as 
British subjects.

On 1 January 1901, the Australian Constitution took 
effect and the Commonwealth of Australia was formed. 
Under the laws of the Australian Government, Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples were not included 
as citizens. Instead, in many cases they were treated as 
foreigners in their own land.

What	rights	did	Aboriginal	and	
Torres	Strait	Islander	peoples	
have	before	1967?
Before 1967, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
did not have the same rights as other Australians under 
the Australian Constitution. Many aspects of their lives 
were controlled by the state governments, including 
the right to:

•	vote in state elections

•	marry whomever they chose

•	move to wherever they chose

•	own property wherever they chose

•	be the legal guardian of their own children

•	receive the same pay for the same work

•	drink alcohol.

Because the state governments made these laws, if 
an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander person lived in 
New South Wales, he or she had the right to do some 
of the things listed above. If the same person lived in 
Queensland, he or she had none of these rights.

While Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
had the right to vote before 1901, it was taken away or 
limited when the Australian Constitution was enacted. 
All Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples finally 
gained the right to vote in:

•	federal elections in 1962

•	all state elections by 1965 (Queensland was the last 
state to give Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples the right to vote).

On	27	May	1967,	the	Australian	Government	held	a	referendum.		
This	was	a	momentous	turning	point	in	Australian	history.
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What	changed	after	the	
1967	referendum?
The referendum opened a door. It allowed the Australian 
Government to change the Constitution so it could be 
involved in the affairs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples. This meant the Government could make specific 
laws that applied to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples that could assist in addressing inequalities.

One of the Government’s first acts under its new power 
was to establish the Council for Aboriginal Affairs. The 
Council brought Ministers from all states and territories 
together so they could discuss issues related to Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples and recommend 
actions to the Australian Government. The first Minister 
for Aboriginal Affairs, W.C. Wentworth, was appointed 
in February 1968.

However, the referendum did not end discrimination. For 
example, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples did 
not receive equal wages as a result of the referendum; 
this right was granted through a different process.

What	changes	did	the	
Australian	Government	make?
The 1967 referendum paved the way for several 
significant developments, including:

1.	 The introduction of ‘positive discrimination’ 
(otherwise known as affirmative action). Positive 
discrimination is a way to directly redress the 
disadvantage that groups of people have 
experienced in the past. W.C. Wentworth started 
programs designed to address the needs of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, such 
as improvements in healthcare.

2.	 The enactment of a number of important pieces of 
legislation, including the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders (Queensland Discriminatory Laws) Act 1975; 
the Aboriginal Councils and Associations Act 1976; the 
Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976; 
the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation Act 1991; and, 
in response to the land rights cases of the 1990s, 
the Native Title Act 1993.

3.	 The gradual development of a new administrative 
and practical definition of ‘Aboriginality’. This 
definition was based on community and self-
identification, not just a person’s DNA or genetics.

A	lasting	symbol	of	recognition
One of the most important outcomes of the referendum 
was to provide Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples with a symbol of recognition. The recognition 
of inequalities and giving the Australian Government 
the power to address them gave the 1967 referendum 
longstanding significance for all Australians.

What’s a 
constitution?
A	constitution	is	a	set	of	
rules	by	which	a	country	
or	state	is	governed.	The	
Constitution	of	Australia	
is	the	supreme	law	under	
which	the	Australian	
Government	operates.

Topics for discussion
1. What is a referendum?

2. What is a constitution?

3. Why are referendums important?

4. What does being an Australian citizen mean to you?

5. What rights do Australian citizens enjoy?

6. Imagine if you were not allowed to enjoy the same 
rights as other Australian citizens. For example, 
how would you feel if you were not allowed to 
move freely around your town, city or state without 
permission from the government? How would these 
restrictions affect your life?

7. It is many years since the referendum occurred on 
27 May 1967. Do you think life is better or worse for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples today? 
Why?

8. What is ‘positive discrimination’? Why do you believe 
it is a good or bad thing?
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3 June:  
a significant date
The Mabo decision

What	is	the		 	 	 	decision?
The Mabo decision was a legal case held in 1992. It is 
short for Mabo and others v Queensland (No 2) (1992). 
The legal decision was made by the High Court on 
3 June 1992. The High Court is the highest court in 
Australia’s judicial system.

The Mabo decision was named after Eddie Mabo, the 
man who challenged the Australian legal system and 
fought for recognition of the rights of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples as the traditional owners 
of their land.

Who	is	Eddie	Mabo?
Eddie ‘Koiki’ Mabo was a Torres Strait Islander who believed 
Australian laws on land ownership were wrong and 
fought to change them. He was born in 1936 on Mer, 
which is also known as Murray Island, in the Torres Strait.

When he was growing up, life in the Torres Strait 
Islands was strictly regulated with laws made by the 
Queensland Government. In his heart, Eddie believed 
the land he lived on belonged to the Torres Strait 
Islander people who had lived there for thousands of 
years. But the Australian Government also believed that 
it owned the land.

In 1981, Eddie Mabo made a speech at James Cook 
University in Queensland, where he explained his 
people’s beliefs about the ownership and inheritance 
of land on Mer. A lawyer heard the speech and asked 
Eddie if he would like to challenge the Australian 
Government in the court system, to decide who the 
true owner of land on Mer was—his people or the 
Australian Government. And this is exactly what Eddie 
Mabo did.

Why	was	the		 	 	 	case	
so	important?
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples occupied 
Australia for 40,000 to 60,000 years before the British 
arrived in 1788. They spoke their own languages and 
had their own laws and customs. They also had a strong 
connection to ‘country’ – the Australian land.

When the British arrived, they declared that Australia 
was terra nullius (empty land – or land that belongs to 
nobody). As a result, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples’ occupation of and unique connection with the 
land were not recognised, and the British took the land 
without agreement or payment.

The Mer Islanders decided they would be the ones to 
challenge the legal principle of terra nullius in the High 
Court and that Eddie Mabo would be the one to lead 
that action.

What	was	the	result?
The Mabo case ran for 10 years. On 3 June 1992, the High 
Court of Australia decided that terra nullius should not 
have been applied to Australia. This decision recognised 
that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have 
rights to the land – rights that existed before the British 
arrived and can still exist today.

The Mabo decision was a turning point for the 
recognition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples’ rights, because it acknowledged their unique 
connection with the land. It also led to the Australian 
Parliament passing the Native Title Act in 1993.

Sadly, Eddie Mabo never found out the result of his legal 
case. He died in January 1992, just five months before 
the High Court made its decision.

MaboMabo
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What	does	native	title	mean?
Native title is the legal recognition that some Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples have rights to, and 
interests in, certain land because of their traditional laws 
and customs.

The rights granted by native title are not unlimited 
– they depend on the traditional laws and customs 
of the people claiming title. Other people’s interests 
in, or rights to, the land are also relevant, and usually 
take precedence over native title. To have native title 
recognised under the Native Title Act 1993, Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples must prove that they 
have a continuous connection to the land in question, 
and that they have not done anything to break that 
connection (such as selling or leasing the land).

Native title can be recognised in different ways. 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples may be 
granted the right to live on the land; access the area for 
traditional purposes; visit and protect important places 
and sites; hunt, fish or gather traditional food or resources 
on the land; or teach Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
laws and customs on the land. In some cases, native title 
can include the right to own and occupy an area of land 
or water to the exclusion of all others.

Why	is	native	title	important?
Native title is important because dispossession and denial 
of land was the first act in the relationship between 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and 
Europeans; setting the tone for the events that followed.

The Native Title Act 1993 is important because it 
determines how native title interests are formally 
recorded and recognised. It sets the rules for dealing 
with land where native title still exists or may exist.

Today, native title has been recognised in more than 
1 million square kilometres of land (about 15 per cent 
of Australia). Indigenous land use agreements set out 
arrangements between native title holders and others 
regarding who can access and use the land in question. 
These agreements play an important role in making 
native title work for all Australians. There are currently 
629 registered Indigenous land use agreements in place.

Topics for discussion
1. What is native title?

2. Why was Mabo an important case?

3. How is native title recognised under Australian 
law today?

4. Why do you think native title is important for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples?

5. Imagine someone came into your house, said it 
did not belong to you and made you leave. How 
would you feel? How would you feel if, a long time 
afterwards, someone recognised that it belonged 
to you and you were allowed your home back? 
How would you feel if you were never to have 
your home again?

6. Discuss the meaning of terra nullius. Why do you 
think the British Government declared Australia 
to be terra nullius?

	 	 			was	a	turning	
point	for	the	recognition	
of	Aboriginal	and	Torres	
Strait	Islander	peoples’	
rights,	because	it	
acknowledged	their	
unique	connection	
with	the	land.	It	also	
led	to	the	Australian	
Parliament	passing	the
Native	Title	Act	1993.

Mabo
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Constitutional 
recognition

At the end of 2010, Prime Minister Julia Gillard appointed 
an Expert Panel to lead a national conversation about 
making the recognition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples in the Constitution a reality.

How	was	‘Australia’	formed?
On 1 January 1901, six colonies came together and 
Australia became a nation. The basis for Federation was 
provided by the Australian Constitution, which sets 
out the rules for our system of government and tells 
us how power is shared and exercised by our political 
and legal institutions.

Who	wrote	the	Constitution?
The text of the Constitution was written by 
representatives of the six colonies during a series of 
conventions in the 1890s, and then endorsed by electors 
at a referendum in each colony. The Bill was then passed 
by the British Parliament, becoming law on 9 July 1900, 
when Queen Victoria gave her assent.

Were	Aboriginal	and	Torres	
Strait	Islander	peoples	included	
in	this	process?
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples were not 
asked to help write the Constitution or to vote for it in 
any of the referendums in 1899. At the time, the only 
mention of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
in the Constitution was of exclusion.

How	do	you	change	
the	Constitution?
The power to change the Australian Constitution is in 
the people, through a national referendum. This is not 
an easy or a fast process. Normally there are years of 
planning and discussions involved to the point that the 
Government agrees to hold a referendum.

A successful referendum requires a proposed 
amendment to be approved by a ‘double majority’, 
which means:

1.	 A national majority of voters say ‘yes’, and

2.	 A majority of voters in a majority of States say ‘yes’ 
(four out of six States).

History tells us that this is quite difficult to achieve 
– only eight out of 44 Australian referendums have 
been successful!

In	1901	we	saw	the	birth	of	Australia	as	a	federation,	in	a	process	that	specifically	
excluded	Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	Islander	peoples.

Despite	many	years	of	progress	in	the	understanding	and	respect	between	Aboriginal	
and	Torres	Strait	Islander	peoples	and	other	Australians,	our	founding	document,	
the	Constitution,	does	not	recognise	the	unique	contribution	of	the	First	Australians	
to	our	nation.
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Did	the	1967	Referendum	
address	past	injustices?
In 1967, over 90 per cent of Australian voters said ‘yes’ 
to change the Constitution to:

•	include Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
in the counting of the Census, and

•	provide the Commonwealth with the power to 
make laws for ‘the people of any race for whom it 
is deemed necessary to make special laws’.

The 1967 referendum removed some constitutional 
discrimination against Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples, but it did not recognise them as 
the nation’s first peoples.

Today, Australia continues to have a Constitution that 
does not recognise Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples as the nation’s first peoples, or recognise their 
existence in Australian society today. In addition to 
this, it also allows the possibility of racial discrimination 
(against people of any race).

Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	
Islander	peoples	and	the	
Constitution
Our Constitution was written more than a century ago. 
By then, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
had lived in this land for more than 40,000 years, 
keeping alive the world’s oldest continuous cultures. But 
Australia’s founding document did not recognise the first 
chapter of our national story.

It mentioned Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples only to discriminate. For the first six decades 
of our democracy - until 1962 - Indigenous Australians 
could not vote federally, and were excluded even from 
being counted as citizens until the 1967 Referendum.

Today Australia prides itself on being a place of fairness. 
But our Constitution still does not recognise the first 
Australians. And it still says the States can ban people 
from voting based on their race.

We need to fix this, and bring the country together after 
so many chapters apart. It is the next step in reconciling 
our past. And it’s the right thing to do.

You can find out more or join the people’s movement 
for change by visiting www.recognise.org.au.

Discussion topics
1. Australia has only had eight successful referendums 

– discuss some of the factors that you think would 
lead to a successful or an unsuccessful referendum. 
In particular, why do you think the ‘Yes’ vote so high 
in the 1967 referendum?

2. The 1967 referendum had over 20 years of lobbying 
and involvement from Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples wishing to seek change. If Australia 
is going to have a referendum to formally recognise 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, how 
would you get the message out to all Australians? 
(E.g. Newspapers, TV advertisements, Facebook?)

Recognition	of	the	
First	Australians	and	
their	cultures—past	
and	present—in	our	
Constitution	would	
show	their	valued	
place	as	part	of	our	
national	identity.



National Reconciliation Week
Let’s Talk Recognition

27 May – 3 June

Activities 
for National 
Reconciliation 
Week
During	National	Reconciliation	Week,	Reconciliation	Australia	invites	you	to	join	a	
national	conversation	about	the	value	of	recognition.	This	list	of	activity	ideas	ranges	
from	basic,	through	to	more	challenging	concepts.

Thoughts	on	recognition Think about someone important in your life, and why that person 
is important to you. If relevant, maybe write the reasons down and 
tell that person.

Recognition	wall Using the words “Recognition means…” as a starting point, create 
a display depicting students or colleagues’ written or visual 
interpretations of recognition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples, culture and customs. It could be a drawing, a poem or 
a story about someone they admire.

Invite	a	local	
representative	to	speak	
at	your	school,	univesity	
or	organisation

Invite a local Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander elder/person to speak 
at your organisation, university or school on the topic of recognition 
and the history of the First Australians in your local area (contact your 
local Aboriginal council or reconciliation group).

Encourage a discussion about recognition in the context of the 
1967 referendum and the Mabo decision.

Hold	a	Welcome	to	
Country	ceremony	at	
your	school,	univesity	
or	organisation

A Welcome to Country is a ceremony performed by Aboriginal or 
Torres Strait Islander peoples to welcome visitors to their traditional 
land. To find out more, visit the Reconciliation Australia website.

Reconciliation	timeline Choose events from the timeline included in this resource kit to 
use as the basis of discussion. Your workmates, family, friends or 
classmates could discuss these events and what’s next for the future.

Create	a	Reconciliation	
Action	Plan

A Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP) is a tool to help, businesses, 
organisations and schools build positive relationships between 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and other Australians. 
Visit the RAP page on the Reconciliation Australia website to find out 
what’s involved in creating a Reconciliation Action Plan.
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Discussion	topics Have a conversation focussing on both the positive and negative 
aspects of these topics:

1.	 Positive discrimination is necessary in a fair society.

2.	 Symbolic gestures of recognition are not as important 
as actions.

3.	 We have already achieved reconciliation between Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples and other Australians.

1967	referendum	
discussion	

Many people saw the 1967 referendum as a significant achievement 
in the recognition of citizenship rights for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples. Many others believe it was just a symbolic gesture 
that did little to achieve real equality. Discuss with your colleagues, 
classmates, friends or family.

Host	a	BBQ Try making damper or using native plants to cook, such as lemon 
myrtle or bush tomato. Check out other ideas on www.reconciliation.
org.au/nrw and don’t forget to register your event.

Play	Aboriginal	or	Torres	
Strait	Islander	music

Listen to some of the talented Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
performers at your work, home or school/university. Some examples 
would be: Christine Anu, Dan Sultan, Gurrumul Yunupingu, The Mills 
Sisters, Tjupi Band.

Commission	an	artwork	
for	your	office,	school/
university	or	home

Support your local or other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander artists 
by purchasing an artwork.

Volunteer	for	the	
community

Volunteer at a local Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander group/
organisation or for Indigenous Community Volunteers: 
http://www.icv.com.au/

Write	to	local	politician/
PM	or	newspaper

Write a letter about the importance of reconciliation, advocating 
an issue in your local area, or celebrating a success story. Send it to 
your local MP, newspaper or post it online.

Watch	a	film Get knowledgeable in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cinema. 
Organise a movie session to watch films such as: Beneath Clouds, 
Yolgnu Boy, Ten Canoes, Mad Bastards, Toomelah, Radiance, Bran Nue 
Day and One Night the Moon.
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Further	resources
•	Information on RAPs and Welcome to Country ceremonies can 

be found at the Reconciliation Australia website:  
www.reconciliation.org.au.

•	For more information on the High Court, the Australian Constitution 
and the Australian Parliament, visit the Parliament Education Office: 
www.peo.gov.au/kidsview/menu.html.

•	For more information on Eddie Mabo and native title visit the Screen 
Australia website: www.mabonativetitle.com.

•	More detailed information on the 1967 referendum is available from 
the National Museum of Australia:  
www.indigenousrights.net.au/section.asp?sID=5.

•	Find out more about the Constitutional Recognition of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples at: www.recognise.org.au.

•	Register your National Reconciliation Week event at: 
www.reconciliation.org.au/nrw

Go	to	your	local	events Find out about a local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander event, art 
exhibition, festival (through local government or local Aboriginal 
councils/groups) and get involved.

Go	on	a	cultural	
walking	tour

Check out the internet for some local Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander cultural walking tours, or presentations to learn more about 
local knowledge.


