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Mr GUYULA (Nhulunbuy): Madam Speaker, I thank the Chief Minister for taking the time to 

remember Dr G Yunupingu, with the family members here. I am very grateful.  

  

I would like to solemnly speak on the passing of the great Territory Yolngu man, the world-acclaimed 

artist, Dr G Yunupingu, who passed away in Darwin on 25 July. To the entire extended family, Mukul 

Walal, the aunties; Dhuway Walal, brothers and sisters of Dr G; dan Gurrutumirr Mala, extended 

family—I extend my deepest sympathy and condolences.  

  

Dr G was born in Galiwinku in 1971. He was born blind. He never learned Braille and never had a 

guide dog or even a white cane, as many vision-impaired people in Australia do. People the world 

over loved this gentle, shy man, who was gifted with a voice, the likes of which many had never 

heard before.  

  

When the Australian nation and our Yolngu nations heard the news that he had died at such a young 

age, endless people felt truly shattered.  

  

For Yolngu, sadly this is too familiar a story. As we face tragic and sad losses of our people every day, 

the tragic death of Dr Yunupingu reflects the reality of Yolngu living in the northeast Arnhem Land. 

Kidney disease, in particular amongst our people, has reached levels that one could never have 

imagined 20 years ago, and it is causing endless emotional pain for people.   

  

I encourage you, one day when you have 20 minutes to spare one morning, to go to Darwin hospital 

and sit quietly out the front. It reminds one of a war zone. There are so many Yolngu in wheelchairs 

who have lost limbs due to kidney failure. Many other people, including leaders, cannot be seen in 

our communities  

anymore as they are stuck in Darwin, where they attend dialysis several times a week. They are 

unable to attend ceremonies, pass on knowledge to the young generation, teach discipline and 

provide social cohesion.  

  

I am sure you do not hear about the fact that for some it is just too hard. They cannot keep doing 

dialysis, so they say their goodbyes to their family quietly then stop going to dialysis and allow 

themselves to die.  

  

What is wrong that despite the millions of dollars being spent each year on Indigenous health in my 

region of Nhulunbuy alone we have mortality rates like what you would expect in a third world 

country?   
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I spoke last week in parliament about the effect on Yolngu of not having their traditional law 

recognised. I cannot stress enough the negative effects it has on people every day, in every way. The 

true lack of recognition of our Indigenous languages is part of the same. Over half the population in 

my electorate are only using Australian first languages, known as Yolngu Matha.  

  

So many Indigenous peoples worldwide have been wiped out over the last 200 years and lost their 

languages. One would have thought it would be celebrated in Australia that Yolngu still speak their 

original language and have lost none of it. But the reality is that neither the government nor 

mainstream Australia value our languages enough to make space for us to use these first Australian 

languages.  

  

Departmental personnel come to our communities to discuss important and sometimes critical 

matters, yet there is no provision for translation in most cases, which would mean everyone could 

understand, but of course there is no time for that and no money for it.  

  

During the intervention, Yolngu became too frightened to discipline their children as there were so 

many government officers visiting and talking about child abuse. People became frightened that if 

they disciplined their children by even a gentle spank, for example, their child may be taken away 

from them or the parent could be sent to prison.  

  

Every adult who has a child that has been sniffing will tell the same story, that when their child 

started sniffing avgas and they wanted to discipline them, they felt it would do nothing, as they felt 

paralysed. Yet now, 10 years later, we are hearing that was not what the authorities meant and that 

parents are allowed to discipline their children, provided they do not use excessive force. 

Meanwhile, many children’s lives have been affected in ways that it may be impossible to reverse 

and people remain scared to discipline their children out of fear of the authorities.  

  

The majority of Yolngu live every day with the stress of people coming to their community expecting 

them to be fluent English speakers. What happened to the Yolngu’s rights under the United Nations 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples to use our own language? Our children are not to 

blame that many of them grow up not speaking, reading or writing more than very little in English.  

  

They attend school as young children only to find they cannot understand their teachers, as their 

teachers speak in what appears to them a totally foreign language. Then they find that their teachers 

become frustrated with them because the children cannot follow that foreign language and perhaps 

even raise their voice as the child seems to not obey instructions. After a while they do not want to 

go to school anymore, perhaps do not try anymore as it is too hard, or start playing up at school and 

being naughty.  
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It is well written through research the world over that children need to learn in the language used 

primarily at home. When nearly 100% of the resident population in these communities speak Yolngu 

Matha and over half the entire population in my wider electorate speaks Yolngu Matha on an 

everyday basis, why, after all these years, can we not provide these children with education which 

ensures they grow up fluent readers, writers and speakers of Yolngu Matha, as well as English?  

  

Those adults over 50 who are still alive are all fluent speakers, readers and writers of both English 

and Yolngu Matha. They were at school during an era when there was highly effective bilingual 

education. Surely, the cost to provide teachers experience in bilingual education would be nothing 

like the cost of the revolving door of teachers on northeast Arnhem Land communities, who go to 

those places with no background whatsoever in bilingual education.  

  

We talk about closing the gap, but we do not have the basic steps right yet. Most Territorians, I am 

sure, would have felt proud these last weeks to have the largest Indigenous festival in Australia, the 

Garma Festival, held here in our back yard. There were some extremely important topics spoken 

about in the Q&A program. However, something is very wrong when such a major festival is held on 

land where a Land Rights Act exists, yet they could not work out a way to have the tradition of 

questions, answers and debates so that the ordinary people, people from grassroots level of our 

communities in this region could understand and participate.  

  

Once again, we see that mainstream Australia at one level seems to celebrate Yolngu retaining their 

culture, yet in in another way the continuation of Yolngu people speaking in the first Australian 

languages is used as a weapon to exclude us on so many levels. By not allowing the translation 

between English and Yolngu Matha in areas where Yolngu should and needs to have input, 

effectively our voices are being silenced.  

  

The late Dr G Yunupingu not only took the music of our people to the world, but he has also took 

Yolngu language to the world. Yolngu Matha is a language that has been around since before non-

Indigenous people set foot on this land.  

  

I owe it to my people, the Indigenous people of the Northern Territory and the people of Australia to 

speak of the realities of what my people are experiencing inside this parliament. And I seek to be 

given the approval to use my own language Yolngu Matha with an interpreter to do so.   

  

With such a high proportion of Indigenous people making up the Northern Territory population, I 

challenge this parliament to be the first parliament of this fine nation of Australia to take the step of 

truly recognising the languages of the first Australians to truly allow us to have a voice and freely 

debate matters that effect our people and effect all Indigenous Territorians. 
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