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The achievements of the Indigenous land rights movement in Australia are 

significant. Indigenous land owners now own or manage approximately 20 

per cent of the Australian continent. 

The Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976, legislated by the 

Australian Government, is the most significant land rights legislation in 

Australia. This means that around half of the land in the Northern Territory is 

owned by Aboriginal people. 

Traditional land owners in the Northern Territory are the key decision makers 

^ for their land and must give their consent for Mineral exploration and mining 

on Aboriginal land. Agreements regularly include employment targets and 

other socio-economic benefits in addition to royalty payments. 

Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islanders also own and hold interests in 

land in other parts of Australia under a variety of State and territory land rights 

schemes. 

As well as these various State and Territory schemes, native title is 

recognised over certain parts of Australia. There are fundamental differences 

between land rights and native title. Land rights are created at a Government 

level, and usually comphse a grant of freehold or perpetual lease title to 

Indigenous Australians. In contrast, native title arises as a result of the 

recognition, under Australian common law, of Indigenous rights and interests 

according to traditional Indigenous laws and customs. It is not a grant or right 

created by governments. 
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In the 1992 Mabo decision, the High Court of Australia recognised that the 

Meriam people of the Torres Strait held native title over part of their traditional 

lands. The Native Title Act 1993 commenced on 1 January 1994. It has a 

number of functions including setting up processes through which native title 

can be recognised and providing protection for native title rights and 

interests. 

Native title cannot be transferred, bought or sold. Native title rights are often 

communal in nature. In some cases, native title includes the right to possess 

and occupy an area to the exclusion of all others. This includes the right to 

control access to, and use of, the area concerned. 

The Native Title Act also contains provisions for Indigenous Land Use 

Agreements. These are voluntary agreements made with native title parties 

about the use and management of land and waters and involve the native title 

parties giving their agreement or consent to acts that affect their native title 

rights. 

The Australian Government considers that, where possible, land use and 

ownership issues should be resolved through mediation and negotiation, 

rather than litigation. 

The Australian Government continues to be committed to improving outcomes 

for Indigenous people by not only recognising their rights to land but also 

ensuring that these hghts provide lasting economic and social benefits. 

For Indigenous Australians to have the prospect of a stronger economic 

future. Indigenous communities must be able to better leverage their land 

assets and native title rights. The Government is committed to assisting 

native title holder and Indigenous land owners to maximise sustainable 

benefits from their land. 

Land arrangements in townships on Indigenous held land must encourage 

investment to foster individual and community economic development. Land 
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arrangements should create the conditions for Indigenous communities to prosper, 

both in terms of employment and economic opportunities as well as positive social 

and cultural outcomes. 

The Indigenous Land Corporation, which I have the honour to chair, is a 

statutory authority whose role is to assist Indigenous people to acquire and 

manage land to achieve economic, environmental, social and cultural 

benefits. The ILC is committed to working with Indigenous organisations, and 

in collaboration with industry groups and other agencies, to create socio 

economic opportunities for Indigenous people on Indigenous-held land in 

urban, rural and remote Australia. 

The Australian Government, the States and Territories and Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people are working in partnership to ensure that owners 

and residents of Indigenous owned land can use it as a meaningful foundation 

for greater participation in the economy that yields real and lasting 

improvements both now and for future generations. 

This collaborative approach reflects the Australian Government's commitment 

to make Indigenous engagement a cornerstone of its strategy in addressing 

Indigenous disadvantage. 


