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Yolngu tell of their Intervention experience 
 

Outside assistance and policies must respect Yolngu governance and traditions if they are to 
have any positive effect, community representatives told the AIATSIS conference today in 
Canberra.  
 
“Consultation has not happened and we are concerned that our ideas, governance and 
development approaches have been disrespected,” Buku Larnggay Mulka Multimedia centre Co-
Director and Yolngu woman, Raymattja Marika- Mununggiritj said. 
 
“Our concerns are that we were not consulted; the Intervention disregards Yolngu governance 
and law as if it was never there; it imposes external governance and law; it disrespects our land 
rights, our culture and our rights as human beings. 
 
“Outsiders that want to help must do so within Yolngu foundations, otherwise they risk poisoning 
our culture. The Neoliberals, the right-wing think tanks have influenced policy development, 
shaped the intervention. It’s cutting away hard-won land rights fought for by our old people.” 
 
During the joint presentation, Yirrkala Literacy Worker, Rarriwuy Marika said Yolngu women 
collecting cycad nuts (Ngathu) leach them for five days in water to remove the poison because in 
the end they make bread out of it. 
  
“The intervention has not gone through the right process. When the poison is trapped, the bread 
they make can’t be nourishing for country and the communities,” Rarriwuy said. 
 
“Gathering the nuts is synonymous with gathering opinions and thought and classifying the nuts 
is like identifying the important issues,” said Samantha Muller, a PhD Candidate in Human 
Geography at Macquarie University who has been working with the Yolngu people. 
 
“People come with ready-made ideas, and although they have nourishing components in them, 
they also have poison and you need time to leach out that poison. Poison can be attitudes, 
mindsets, systems or leadership,” Ms Muller said. 
 
“The emergency and the assimilationist policy behind it is a poison that hasn’t been leached out,” 
Ms Marika- Mununggiritj said. 
 
“Our way of dealing with issues is to sit around a circle, talk together and make decisions 
together.  So for us, external systems must respect Yolngu foundations. Let the bread be 
nourishing, let the taste of the fish be tantilising, let the children learn and grow and live happily.” 
 
Yolngu country is in Arnhem Land in the North-East of the Northern Territory. 
 
Media: The conference continues at the Manning Clark Centre, ANU until Thursday 8 November. Full 
conference program available at:  
www.aiatsis.gov.au/research_program/events2/aiatsis_conf2007 
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