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Mr GUYULA (Nhulunbuy): Madam Acting Deputy Speaker, I can see that there are improvements to 

the current youth justice laws contained within this bill. In communities, when we saw what was 

happening to the young people in Don Dale, we were all worried and shocked for our children. We 

saw that young people were treated poorly, with disrespect and in a way that would harm them.  

 A juvenile detention centre is supposed to be a safe place, somewhere young people are reformed 

through care. We did not see any care for the young people at Don Dale; they were being treated 

like animals.  

 As a Yolgnu leader, I have always known that our children should never be there. They should never 

be taken off country. We have ceremonies that can be used for the purpose of rehabilitation and 

discipline. We have ngarra and gunapipi ceremonies about growing strong men and women.  

 For young people who we know are disengaged and struggling, we can create a way for elders to 

take these lost and confused young people out of their communities and onto country, engaging 

them with skills and practice. This can build pride, strength in character, an ability to use skills for 

trades and confidence and get them involved in their community.  

 I have been talking to the government about raypirri camps on country for three years. We do not 

want juvenile detention centres. I see these thoughts also expressed in the submission from the 

Strong Grandmother’s Group of the Central Desert region. They also want to keep their youth on 

country.  

 

During the department briefing today, I asked the CEO which communities have been consulted. The 

answer was none. Rather, there are organisations in Darwin that have been consulted. I 

acknowledge the good work they are doing, but I ask, where is our voice? Even the royal commission 

failed to travel widely and talk with elders about our ideas for reform in this area.  

 I support many of the recommendations from the royal commission. There are good 

recommendations to listen and work with communities, but we Yolngu always assert our 

sovereignty. We have our own law and governance systems. The royal commission has not given 

enough consideration to children and young people who come from cultures with strong law and 

ceremony. Our children are subject to our law, ceremony, raypirri teachings, discipline and respect.  

 We observed that as powers were taken from elders through the intervention, super shires, schools, 

police presence and child protection, our children have lost their way and ignored their elders. 

Balanda systems have removed our authority and responsibility and we have been made to feel 

powerless.  

 Children are running around and moving towards being caught up in Balanda authorities, gaols, 

crime and away from our effective systems that governments have disabled. A Balanda system is 

taking them away and putting them in detention. This brands our kids as criminals and gaolbirds. 

Rather than coming back as a new person with a strong character and outlook for their future, they 

return with damage from the system. We do not want this.  
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 Our ceremonies and teachings hold children close and grow their strength of character. We give 

them pride and a reason to become a strong community member. The Balanda system does not do 

this, it only tears them down. The royal commission clearly showed that the Balanda system did not 

work. The law and order for Yolngu children needs to work with Yolngu rom, our law and practices.  

 I say to government, come closer and sit with Yolngu. There have always been big mistakes made 

when we have not been consulted. Time and time again, we see things that do not work and we go 

around and around on the merry-go-round. We have our law and systems and can create a part for 

the two-way system to talk to each other, but our elders hold the authority for our kids. Our systems 

and ceremonies can discipline, heal and grow our kids. To be successful, youth justice needs to come 

through the clan authorities for the children. People in Darwin creating the bills need to work with 

the elders to make these Balanda laws reflect Yolngu rom.  

 I support this bill because it is better than the current law. These changes are better for the young 

people who fall into the system. But I want to support a government bill that allows communities, 

clans and tribes to design their own system of youth rehabilitation. Essentially, government is 

deciding what is right for us. They are running over the top of our self-determination and are not 

engaging with local decision-making.  

 The Strong Grandmother’s Group of the Central Desert Region submission states:  

  

We recommend to the committee the following on what should be the Youth Justice Bill  

  

1. Children should be in COUNTRY not in CUSTODY  

  

2. NO children should be punishable under the age of 12.  

  

3. NO detention to children  

  

4. Children to be released in care of families on country  

  

5. Youth justice services must work together with families  

  

6. Breach of bail to be scrapped  

  

7. NO police CELL  

  

8. NO children to be arrested after hours  
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9. Interpreter services to be made available at all times for families  

  

10. NO closed door courts.  

  

These are clearly ideas of what these elders want for their community. Why are these elders not 

being consulted in the design of the bill? Why are the most affected communities not engaged in the 

consultation for our children?  

 I see these issues all the time in the area of law and justice. The elders and our authority are not 

engaged with. When police come to a community, they must find out who the elders are and work 

with them on any issue—not just youth issues.  

 The leaders of the community must be the first place the police come to resolve issues in a way that 

does not cause more harm. I have often witnessed police arriving at a disturbance and ordering 

elders to go home so the police can sort out the problem. They are sending away the very people 

who are able to resolve the issues.  

 People must feel that the police are there to work with the community for harmony and peace, with 

respect for our systems. Until our law and authority is recognised and respected in this process, for 

youth justice or any other issue, we will not see these positive results.  

 


