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Madam Chair 
Distinguished Members of  the Working Group 
Senator John Herron and Mrs Herron 
Indigenous Members of  the World 
Ladies and Gentlemen 

It gives me great pleasure to partake in this conference  and share with you the 
aspirations and experiences of  my people. I stand here today as representative of  the 
Indigenous people of  the Torres Strait Islands of  Australia. My name is John 
Abednego and I am Chairperson of  the Torres Strait Regional Authority, the statutory 
body established in 1994 by the Parliament of  Australia. 

We, the Torres Strait islanders, are of  Melanesian origin and have a strong sense of 
our identity and culture. As we move ahead with the changing times, we strive to 
retain our traditions and gain national and international recognition of  our culture. 
Living in the only area of  Australia that shares a border with an international country. 
Papua New Guinea, we maintain close cultural ties with the people of  the Papua New 
Guinean coastal villages. Our region's population of  8000, of  which approximately 
6000 are Torres Strait Islanders, is dispersed throughout 19 small island communities. 
Each community is unique in its own way and also remote - which has its advantages 
and disadvantages. 

Madam Chair, since last year's conference  in Geneva we, the people of  the Torres 
Strait, have taken significant  steps towards our goals. In this short time we have 
experienced an improvement in our living standards, progress towards an improved 
health status, national recognition of  native title over several of  our islands, an 
acceleration of  our business development and a united push towards greater 
autonomy. This progress has been a great source of  encouragement for  us. inspiring 
us to continue to move forward  and confront  our challenges with renewed vigour. 



Greater Autonomy 

Previously I spoke to you about a report handed down in 1997 by the Australian 
Parliament's House of  Representatives Standing Committee, entitled 'Torres Strait 
Islanders: a new deal - a report on Greater Autonomy'. This report detailed the 
results of  the committee's investigation into how Torres Strait Islanders could achieve 
greater autonomy in the Torres Strait region. I am pleased to inform  you that 
representatives from  communities throughout the Torres Strait have since joined 
together to discuss the report's recommendations and our future  direction. We have 
established a Greater Autonomy Task Force and organised a thorough consultation 
process to ensure all of  our people have the opportunity to provide input. 

This is a great challenge for  us as it involves much change, and negotiations with the 
Queensland and Australian Governments. At this stage we have decided to merge our 
chief  administrative structures in the region to create one all encompassing body - as 
recommended in the report. This will give our people greater power to make 
decisions, enabling us to deal on equal terms with the Australian and Queensland 
Governments. Our negotiations with both Governments have been very successful 
and at this stage neither has indicated opposition to our goal of  greater autonomy. 

Native Title 

Madam Chair, you will be aware of  the Australian Indigenous peoples' push to gain 
recognition of  their native title rights over the lands and seas of  Australia. Torres 
Strait Islanders' relationship with the land and seas in our region is very strong as they 
have been a part of  us since our earliest days. Our very own Eddie Mabo from  Mer 
Island in the Torres Strait, through his relentless pursuit of  our rights, succeeded in 
paving the way for  Indigenous Australians and setting a precedent in 1992, when he 
gained national recognition of  native title over Mer Island. This was the first  time that 
the Australian legal system recognised the existence of  native title. Since then, Torres 
Strait Islanders have been pushing for  their native title rights and lodging claims 
across the Torres Strait. 

The Authority offers  its own services to assist native title claimants in the region 
through the TSRA Native Title Office.  All claimants who seek the TSRA's 
representation are funded  by the TSRA and assisted by our staff.  In February this 
year, the people of  Saibai Island in the north of  the Torres Strait secured legal 
recognition of  their native title rights over Saibai and neighbouring islands, through 
TSRA representation. The Mualgal people of  Moa Island have also achieved national 
recognition of  their native title over Moa Island and these are the first  successful 
native title claims in the Torres Strait since the Mabo case in 1992, This is a very 
exciting achievement for  us and has given us fresh  hope for  future  claims. 1 
acknowledge the Federal Government for  their support and for  increasing our budget 
for  the Native Title Office. 

Economic Development 



The Torres Strait Regional Authority recognises the importance of  developing 
economically sustainable industries in the Torres Strait so that we can achieve 
economic independence in addition to political autonomy. We have therefore 
developed an economic development program, through which we provide loans, to 
increase the economic opportunities for  Torres Strait Islanders in the region. 1 am 
pleased to say that since the Authority was first  established in 1994 our portfolio  of 
business loans has rapidly increased, exceeding 100 loans, with an accompanying 
increase in community enterprises. It is very pleasing to see so many people willing 
to seize this opportunity for  enterprise. 

Major Infrastructure  Program 
Speaking to the Working Group last year I revealed that the Authority hoped to secure 
funds  required to meet the basic health related infrastructure  needs of  the 
communities. Last October the State Government signed an agreement with the 
TSRA committing $15 million towards a TSRA Major Infrastructure  Program for  the 
region. With funding  also from  the Australian Government, the TSRA has a total of 
$30 million with which to implement this program over three years. Work 
commenced last year, and several projects have already been completed. For years, 
people in our communities have been living without adequate facilities  necessary for  a 
comfortable  and healthy existence. This program will vastly improve the lifestyle  and 
therefore  wellbeing of  our people. Better living conditions will also result in a 
healthier existence and help eliminate some of  the present health problems. 

Water Upgrade Project - Stage Two 

Work has also begun on the $21 million second stage of  the Torres Strait Water 
Upgrade Project which the TSRA is jointly funding  with the Queensland Government. 
This project is addressing the water shortages that island communities have had to 
cope with for  many years. In the Torres Strait we have a wet season from  late 
November through to April and the rest of  the year is dry. In past years many island 
communities have run out of  water supplies during the dry seasons and the councils 
have had to go to great expense to have water transported to their communities via 
barge. The facilities  and systems constructed through this project will ensure that the 
communities have adequate water supplies year around. 

Torres Strait Health Framework Agreement 

The health status of  our people in the Torres Strait is poor. Addressing our health 
problems is a very challenging task, which requires the full  cooperation of  both the 
Australian and Queensland Governments. I am pleased to inform  you that we have 
this cooperation. In February the TSRA and the Australian and Queensland 
Governments signed an historic health agreement to combine their efforts  to improve 
the health status of  Torres Strait Islanders living in our region. Through this approach 
we will address the health issues specific  to the Torres Strait. We shall accomplish 
this through increasing the region's health resources, improving our health services 
and developing an environmental and health care policy. I feel  confident  that this 
cooperative approach will be effective  as it is proving successful  with the Major 
Infrastructure  Program. 



Towards 2000 

As we approach the millennium we are working towards a positive future,  both as a 
region and as a nation. The Torres Strait is actively participating in the national 
reconciliation process involving Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, which aims 
to not only heal the wounds of  the past but to create a positive future  for  all 
Australians. We are also looking forward  to Olympics 2000 in Sydney and I 
encourage those of  you planning to attend, to pay a visit to the Torres Strait and 
experience the beauty of  our islands and reefs  and the hospitality of  our people. The 
Torres Strait is included in the torch-bearing journey, which will take place before  the 
Olympic Games open. We are very proud to participate in this event. 

Conclusion 

Madam Chair, in conclusion, I emphasise - we are focussed  on our goals and we are 
making progress. We arc proud and determined people. We will continue a united 
push to achieve our rights to a good standard of  living and to self-government,  so that 
we may enjoy a bright future,  and provide opportunities for  our children. Our 
relationship with the Australian and Queensland Governments is strong and they have 
demonstrated their support for  our cause. We will continue to nurture this 
relationship and move into the millennium in the spirit of  cooperation. 

It is an honour to unite with the Indigenous peoples of  the world and to learn of  your 
experiences and aims. It is through collaboration and cooperation across the globe 
that we will be able to gain the ideas and encouragement essential to the progression 
of  our goals. To be with so many peoples striving for  their rights is an inspiration to 
me and I hope, in turn, that what I have shared with you today has also been inspiring. 

On behalf  of  my people I thank you for  this opportunity. 


