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Mr Chair 
Distinguished members 
Ladies and Gentlemen 

My name is John (Toshi) Kris and I am here to represent the people of the 
Torres Strait, Australia. I am the recently elected Chair of the Torres Strait 
Regional Authority, a statutory body of the Australian Government, which 
celebrated its tenth anniversary on July 1 this year. 

Torres Strait stretches some 150 kilometres from the north-eastern part of 
the Australian mainland, to the coast of the Western Province of Papua New 
Guinea, which I will refer to as PNG. It is home to a diverse mix of peoples 
from many backgrounds, the majority of which are Indigenous Australians 
who identify as Aboriginal and Torres Islanders. 

Our population of about 10,000 people is spread across 20 communities on 
the tip of Australia's mainland and scattered islands to the north. It is a 
unique region in many ways, but particularly in that it shares an international 
border with PNG. Moreover, a specific Treaty between the two nations of 
Australia and PNG signed in 1978 outlines an agreed position on: 

• sovereignty of the two nation states; 
• maritime boundaries; 
• protection of traditional ways of life; 
• visa free movement provisions of traditional inhabitants; 
• marine environmental protection; 
• fisheries management; 
• freedom of navigation and overflight; and 
• exploration and exploitation of seabed mineral resources. 



In effect, the Treaty promotes and protects the rights of Indigenous peoples, 
including our human rights and fundamental freedoms. It allows the 
traditional inhabitants of 14 Australian Torres Strait Islander communities 
and 13 PNG Western Province villages to move quite freely, to fish across 
the whole of what is known as a 'protected zone', to barter and trade, and to 
carry out all forms of religious and social ceremonies. 

A variety of forums and governance committees have been established to 
enable the traditional inhabitants and both governments to collectively 
regulate and manage activities covered under the Treaty such as quarantine, 
customs, health care service provision, fisheries, and policing. 

The provisions of the Treaty, and the activities and protection of our way of 
life that it facilitates have, since its entry into force in February 1985, been 
very positive for the people of Torres Strait, and of course for our brothers 
and sisters of the Western Province of PNG. It is a vital document, enabling 
us to enjoy our traditional way of life, and something that we need to protect 
and maintain. The people of Western Province are family to us and we must 
continue to share our customs, our culture and our traditional livelihoods. 

The Australian Government, through the TSRA and other agencies, has done 
much to improve the quality of life of the people of Torres Strait through 
better infrastructure, housing, health facilities and so on. We are proud of 
our 'whole-of-government' efforts, and pleased that (to a large degree) we 
enjoy a modern, sophisticated standard of living like most other Australians. 
It is clear however that this is certainly not the case for the people of PNG, 
particularly for those of the Western Province. 

Whilst on the Australian side we enjoy increasingly high living standards, 
our families on the PNG side of Torres Strait are not faring well. Their 
standard of living is declining. Much of the economic and social 
infrastructure is in decay or just doesn't exist. Health is in a severe state of 
decline. It is also apparent that the people of Western Province are at the end 
of the supply chain - whether it be funding for infrastructure or other forms 
of development, or even food and medicines. 

They are suffering. And their suffering is impacting significantly on all 
people of Torres Strait and on our Australian and Queensland agencies. 
These institutions are designed to cater for the needs of our own population 



and they are increasingly over-stretched to provide services, programs and 
goods to PNG citizens. More importantly, we are beginning to despair at the 
alarming progression rate of chronic and often-terminal diseases throughout 
PNG. These diseases are now moving rapidly into the Western Province. 
This progression has a direct impact on the Australian side of the border as 
the movement of people within the Treaty zone has increased steadily over 
the years. Last year more than 50,000 return movements were recorded. 

The relatively unrestricted movement within the Treaty zone of PNG 
inhabitants into the Torres Strait islands now poses significant public health 
concerns. Vector-borne diseases and those transmitted through human 
contact are spreading, aided by extreme environmental conditions. 
Prevention and treatment is difficult if not impossible at times, as is any 
follow-up or after-care, due to the lack of basic health and communications 
infrastructure on the PNG side of the border. Our health care facilities 
available in our communities within close proximity to the Western province 
villages are stressed to the limit. 

Because of the deteriorating situation in PNG, the people of Torres Strait 
now have to deal regularly with, and may well suffer a range of, 
communicable diseases. A number of public health risks exist including 
sexually transmitted infections, HIV, tuberculosis, dengue, malaria and 
typhoid. Another critical and heart wrenching issue is the severe lack of 
antenatal and maternal health care and facilities available to the women of 
the Western Province villages. We know that many die in childbirth. Many 
more suffer the devastating emotional upheaval of still-birth or of children 
dying shortly after birth. Yet more lose their children in their early years to 
diseases that could easily have been prevented if the infrastructure existed. 
This is complicated by the lack of reliable quantitative data for researchers, 
policy-makers and service providers to work with. 

It is clear that the PNG and Australian aid agencies, such as AUSAID are 
finding it increasingly difficult to meet the growing needs of the people of 
Western Province. Greater effort and involvement of other organisations 
such as the World Health Organisation and various non-government 
organizations is urgently required. 

There is a need to build significant capacity within the Western Province to 
enable the people to better manage their own affairs and to bring these 
problems under control. There is an urgent need to: 



• Provide better facilities and services to enable treatment of diseases; 
• Build better infrastructure - water, sanitation, housing, and 

communications, to try to prevent public health risks; 
• Provide preventative health programs; and 
• Ensure medicines reach aid posts. 

This list represents, however, only a small sample of what is required. 

Support for the people of PNG's Western Province is critical to their 
survival. But this support is also critical to Torres Strait Islanders if our 
culture and traditional way of life is to be sustained. I would therefore urge 
all relevant organisations and agencies to get involved in a significant, 
coordinated and sustained effort to improve the social, environmental and 
health standards of all people under the Treaty. 

Thank you 


