
Working with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Community

A brief guide

Family Relationship Centres have a responsibility to provide a service to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in their community.

This means that the Centres need to acquire appropriate knowledge and skills that can help them to work effectively with Indigenous Australians. 
This document should be seen as a useful introduction that outlines some of the important information which staff and management of Family Relationship Centres should know about working together with Indigenous Australian families.
Who are Indigenous Australians?

The general definition of an Indigenous Australian is someone who is a descendant of an Indigenous Australian, who identifies as Indigenous, and who is recognised as Indigenous by members of their community.

Australia has two Indigenous cultures as part of its national heritage – Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander. 
Aboriginal culture is complex and extremely diverse. It is one of the world's longest surviving cultures, going back at least 50,000 years. 

Aboriginal people come from the mainland, Tasmania and other islands such as Stradbroke Island and Groote Eyelandt. It is believed that before European settlement more than six hundred separate nations or language groups lived on the mainland.
Torres Strait Islanders are found between the top of Queensland and Papua New Guinea, and many cultural practices are shared with Fijians and Papua New Guineans.
There are more than 100 islands in the Strait, which stretches over a total area of 35,000 square kilometres. Of these, approximately 17 are inhabited.

Today, Indigenous Australians make up approximately two per cent of the entire population. The number of Indigenous people has changed since European settlement because of the effects of the removal of people from traditional lands and the impact of cities and towns on populations.

Both Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islander people have their own flags.

Identity
It is difficult to identify an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander just by looking at them. Across Australia there is a great diversity in the appearance of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders. Some Aboriginal people have dark skin; some do not. The importance of identifying as an Indigenous person is far greater than how dark someone’s skin is.

There are other words that also mean “Indigenous Australian”, and these roughly refer to which area of Australia a person comes from. 
For example:

Koori refers to Aboriginal people from NSW and Southern Queensland
Koorie refers to Aboriginal people from Victoria

Noonga refers to Aboriginal people from West Australia

Nunga refers to Aboriginal people from South Australia

Palawa refers to Aboriginal people from Tasmania


Murri refers to Aboriginal people from Queensland and north-west NSW*
(*Torres Strait Islanders do not identify with the term Murri)

More specific terms such as Bundjalung, Larrakia, and Waradjuri refer to Aboriginal nations. 
Terms such as “Aboriginal”, “Torres Strait Islander” and “Indigenous” should always be written with a capital, just like any other cultural term, such as Vietnamese or American. 

Aboriginal people should never be referred to as “aborigines”. This is a generic term for the original inhabitant of any country. 

You should also never refer to someone as “ATSI”. 

The Dreaming
Aboriginal philosophy is known as the Dreaming. This is based on the inter-relation of all people and all things. Dreaming is a word adapted by Aboriginal people from the English language. Like many Indigenous words, it stands for a network of related ideas. 

Generally speaking, the Dreaming is the remote pasts of the Spirit Ancestors, which live on in the legends handed down through stories, art, ceremony and songs from generation to generation. For many Aboriginal people, the Dreaming explains the origin of the universe and the workings of nature and humanity. It shapes and structures life through the regulation of kinship, family life and the relations between the sexes with a variety of obligations to people, land and spirits. 

Breaking stereotypes
Alcohol consumption

Some people perceive that alcohol consumption is far greater within the Indigenous community. This is, in fact, a myth. Many Indigenous Australians do not drink alcohol at all – according to a recent census, approximately 32 per cent of Indigenous Australians are non-drinkers compared to only 16 per cent of the non-Indigenous population. 

Going “walkabout”

It has also been said that Indigenous people did not own the land, but just wandered from place to place, or went “walkabout”. This misconception stems from the fact that Indigenous people did not mark their land with fences or borders in the way non-Indigenous people do.
Indigenous people see themselves as belonging to the land, rather than owning it. Land was divided up through geographic boundaries such as rivers and mountains, and the knowledge of these boundaries was passed from one generation to the next. 

Before European settlement, Aboriginal Australians were a nomadic people, who moved from place to place in search of food and water. This practice also ensured that no one area would become over-hunted and gave natural resources the time they needed to be replenished.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures

Torres Strait Islander culture has characteristics more akin to neighbouring Papua New Guinea than mainland Australian Aboriginal culture.

Torres Strait Islander traditional lifestyle varied according to geography. For example, the inhabitants of western islands such as Muralag, Ngurapai, Waiben, Badu and Mabuiag were hunter-gatherers, relying on the land which provided a variety of plant food. By contrast, the central islanders on Warraber, Poruma and Tudu relied heavily on the sea and trade with other islands for agricultural produce due to a lack of reliable fresh water sources and good soil.

Since European settlement and the introduction of non-Indigenous law and order, many Indigenous Australians have been forced to give up their traditional lifestyle, or else this knowledge has been lost due to past government removal practices. Indigenous people now live in cities and towns across the country, as well as in rural areas and the outback.  
Negative imagery vs. positive achievement

Despite the large amount of negative exposure in the mainstream media regarding Indigenous Australians, many Indigenous people are living successful lives and achieving great things. 

Most non-Indigenous people would be aware of Indigenous achievement in the sporting arena – namely Olympic gold medallist Cathy Freeman, boxer Anthony Mundine, and the many successful Indigenous footballers in the AFL and NRL. However, there are also many Indigenous people achieving in a variety of other fields, including the arts, education, the law, health and government.
Family Relationships

Traditional family relationships in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures are complex, and differ from family relationships in non-Indigenous cultures. Relations are decided not only by blood and marriage - people from the same language groups are also often referred to as family.
The system of kinship, which determines an Indigenous person’s extended family and land, is central to the Indigenous community. 

Kinship defines where a person fits in to the community and decides what rights and responsibilities each person has within that community. 
In particular, kinship defines the roles and responsibilities for raising and educating children in the community. 

Indigenous families tend to live in larger households than non-Indigenous families, and Indigenous people rarely live alone. Extended family members view it as a natural responsibility to share things such as food, clothing, money and housing with other family members. Families provide an important support network, sharing the care of elderly or sick relatives and children.
The family also plays an important role in traditional cultural practices and ceremonies.

The roles and systems of families may vary between each Indigenous community, but all serve a similar function.

The breaking down of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities through European colonisation, past government child removal practices and the establishment of missions has caused enormous problems for many Indigenous Australians, impacting their mental, physical and emotional health, and leading to problems such as drug and alcohol abuse and domestic violence. These problems also greatly affected the passing of cultural knowledge from one generation to the next.

Elders
Elders of a community are held in high regard and treated with great respect within the Indigenous community. They play a very important role within Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families. Elders are role models and educators – a bridge between the past and the present. They pass on their skills, knowledge and personal experiences to the next generation. 

Elders are also key decision makers within Indigenous familles and communities. 

Elders, particularly grandmothers, play an important main role in the upbringing of children. Children also look up to their grandmother as a source of love and security.

Uncles and Aunties

The terms “uncle” and “aunty” are used as a term of respect for older people in the community, even when they are not blood relations. 
Children

Children are not just the responsibility of the parents. They are the responsibility of the entire community. This means that the care, education and discipline of children is the responsibility of everyone – men and women, young and old.
It is quite common for children to live or stay with family members other than their parents – sometimes for long periods. 
In Torres Strait Islander communities, the practice of traditional “adoption” (when a child is permanently transferred to another extended family member) is a widespread practice. This can be done for a number of reasons, whether it be to continue a family bloodline, to give an infertile couple the chance to have a child, to strengthen family bonds or to provide company and care to an older relative. Giving birth is not necessarily seen as a reason for raising a child, and the whole family may be involved in making the decision of who raises the child.
Children are important for the future and continuation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture. The Indigenous extended family network provides a child with a connection to their culture, and a supportive environment in which they can learn about their heritage and their traditions. 

Marriage

Indigenous Australians do not necessarily adhere to the European or Christian concept of marriage. Some Aboriginal people, particularly those in a more traditional community environment, adhere to structures that are used for deciding relationships such as marriage. These rules can also be associated with traditions concerning land ownership. 
Although some Indigenous marriages are planned, most are not. Some may be pre-arranged between families, while others begin as a non-marital union which is later accepted by the community.

There may also be “degrees” of marriage. A couple may not be recognised as husband and wife in some Indigenous cultures until they have children. 

The Indigenous population is also a younger population than the non-Indigenous population. This means there are often differences in the age of parents, couples and family structures. 

Cultural sensitivity

There is no single Indigenous culture – Indigenous people across Australia have a variety of cultures that combine contemporary and traditional thoughts and practices. 

Some Indigenous stories and ceremonies are open to all people. But some are disclosed only to those who have the right to know, due to their sensitive and sacred nature. There is men’s and women’s business, and children are introduced to secret business as they reach an appropriate age. 
The Dreaming

Many Dreaming stories have levels of meaning which are open and can be accessed by all, whereas others require a certain level of knowledge. In Dreaming stories, which are the basis of traditional law and lore, and in traditional society there were and still are severe penalties for unauthorised access to or disclosure of knowledge. 

Sorry Business

The period of mourning for deceased Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people is commonly known as Sorry Business.

In many Aboriginal communities there is a prohibition on naming someone who is deceased, which may last for months or even years. When this occurs, a different name is used to refer to the person who has passed away.

Generally, the face of the person who has died should not be shown without warning, particularly to their own communities. You should always check with the local Aboriginal community before displaying or broadcasting names or images of deceased people. 

Communication
Aboriginal English may be difficult to understand at first. Listen closely and speak in a clear manner. In cases where English may be a second or third or even fourth language, it’s advisable to allow the person you are speaking with to have an interpreter present so they can express themselves in their chosen language. 

Don’t assume that you are doing an Aboriginal person a favour by mimicking their language or speech patterns. This is offensive in any culture. Also, the issue of language is very sensitive in Indigenous culture, as so many languages have been lost or are endangered since European settlement.

Be sensitive about non-verbal communication cues, which are often a natural part of Aboriginal communication patterns. For instance, the use of silence does not mean that an Aboriginal person does not understand. They may be listening, thinking, remaining non-committal or waiting for community support or input. Long periods of silence and thought are common in Aboriginal meetings. Given time and trust, people will offer their opinions. 

During a discussion, an Aboriginal person may not immediately express their own opinion, even if they hold one. Instead, they may listen to others before offering their own views. 

Aboriginal people are more likely to respond to an indirect question than a very blunt or direct one. They may feel suspicious about the motives behind such questioning. They may also not respond to a question whose answer is already known. They may also prefer to defer to a more authoritative person. 
In some Aboriginal cultures, it is considered rude or disrespectful to look someone straight in the eye. If an Aboriginal person does not want to make eye contact with you, this does not necessarily mean that they are lying or are being rude. Also, pointing at people when trying to emphasise something should be avoided.
Your Family Relationship Centre and the community – working together
Take the time to introduce yourself to the local Indigenous community. Probably the best place to start is the local Aboriginal Medical Service or Land Council. Make an appointment and go in person and introduce yourself, and explain what your service offers. Ask them if they require any specific assistance or information from you, and find out if there are any particular issues affecting the local community that you should be aware of. If there is an Aboriginal legal service, youth group or PCYC in your area, make contact with them also.
Introducing your Family Relationship Centre to the Indigenous Community

When launching your Centre to the community, ensure that you invite members of the Indigenous community in your area. Contact the local Aboriginal Land Council to find out who the traditional owners are, and invite representatives from local Aboriginal organisations. Discuss with them if they would like to incorporate a traditional ceremony with the launch of your Centre.
It is important to note that the meanings of ceremonies and the practices differ from place to place.

Therefore it is very important to discuss the format of the ceremony and who should perform it, as well as an appropriate level of remuneration.

It may be appropriate to ask a traditional owner to perform a Welcome to Country during the opening of your Family Relationship Centre. 

A Welcome to Country is a ceremony where the traditional Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander owners (usually the Elders) welcome people to their land. It often occurs at big events and formal functions involving people from other parts of the country and other countries.

Alternatively, you may want to consider an Acknowledgement of Country. This is a way that the wider community can show respect for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander protocol and the ongoing relationship of the traditional owners of the area with that land. It is a significant and symbolic reconciliation gesture. 

To make an Acknowledgement of Country is not difficult to do. A speaker can begin their address by acknowledging that the meeting is taking place in the country of the traditional owners. Many government and non-government organisations have now adopted this practice.  
Acknowledgement of Country may also occur when Traditional Elders are not available to provide an official Welcome to Country.
Remember – if you’re ever unsure about an issue relating to the Indigenous population, check with your local Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander Land Council. They will be happy to advise you, and can explain whether a particular approach may be taken as offensive or intrusive. For example, they may explain that they are not permitted to talk to you about a particular issue because of your age, gender or heritage. 
It is recommended that you attempt to make your Centre feel Indigenous friendly. Ensure that the Indigenous posters are on display. You may also want to consider displaying Indigenous artwork from the local area. 

Ultimately, the effectiveness of your Centre when dealing with Indigenous Australians is down to you. Make the effort to get to know the Indigenous people of your community – ask them how they think you can best help them with their family relationship issues. When the whole community works together, it can only become stronger.[image: image1][image: image2][image: image3]

