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Women call for the full story 
 at native title conference 

 
“If you don‟t hear the voices of the women, you‟re only getting half the story,” Helen Corbett, 
Noongar/ Yamitji Aboriginal adult education specialist said today at the Native Title Conference in 
Perth ahead of a special Indigenous women and leadership session. 
 
“Women have our own law and our own business and we represent more than half the Aboriginal 
population. It is imperative to the survival of Aboriginal societies that we be heard. We are at the 
front line of preserving and promoting the Indigenous world view by our nature as the primary 
caregivers for our young people,” Ms Corbett said. 
 
The women‟s session was inspired by Alice Springs Traditional Owners, who presented a 
traditionally painted shield to the women‟s group at the Native Title Conference in Cairns in 2007. 
The shield remains a symbol for the women‟s group at the annual conference, which aims to “share 
stories and get strength to keep working hard for our people”. 
 
Women also play a critical role in ensuring our cultural information is passed on from generation to 
generation. Women‟s relationship with the environment is also a point of difference for Ms Corbett. 
 
“Too often, whitefellas [sic] try to change the environment – be it in rural, remote or urban places. It 
is the responsibility of all of us to respect and honour the environment. Women are still the food 
collectors even if the land isn‟t available. We can still talk about the preservation of natural plants for 
the benefit of everybody. 
 
When access to country is restricted because of „whitefella‟s law‟, it takes a double toll on women, 
she said. 
 
“Where access is restricted to land, it impacts on women more because they have the dual role of 
educator and primary caregiver to children as well as food gatherer. You have got to be on the land 
to do the teaching.” 
 
Margaret Saunders of North Queensland Land Council has worked in the field of native title for 15 
years, been the CEO of an Aboriginal Land Council and was recently involved in native title 
agreement negotiations with a mining company. She sees the future as a bright place for Aboriginal 
women. 
 
“Women will have an equal voice to men in the years to come and it will be a good thing,” Ms 
Saunders said. 
 
“We are creators and survivors. We give a different perspective to the men and men can‟t talk on 
behalf of women about such things as women‟s birthing places and other areas of women‟s 
business.” 
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An Executive member of the South West Aboriginal Land and Sea Council (SWALSC) and 
businesswoman, Sharmain Nelson is happy to be upfront: “Men don‟t listen enough to our women,” 
she said. 
 
“When it comes to native title, it is usually considered men‟s business. We have to work twice as 
hard to be heard. We work in the background.” 
 
Charne Hayden, a Noongar businesswoman who also sits on the SWALSC Executive Committee 
said Aboriginal women have had to become strong because, in general, the men are still suffering 
from the impacts of colonization. 
 
“Women have become more empowered because the men are still feeling defeated. I don‟t feel 
sorry for them though because we all suffered and we all feel it. But us women have got to keep our 
households running, keep up with the finances and hold people together in the family,” Ms Hayden 
said. 
 
“We have learned how to bounce and we know how to bounce back.” 
 
In November last year, she set up a men‟s and women‟s group in Perth called Djwook Naanakat 
Baldja (All of us firmly working together) that meets monthly to discuss issues affecting the Noongar 
community. 
 
“Women bring heart to native title. Men might be interested in business and making the money – 
but we have that long-term view for our kids and our family and where we will be in 20 years‟ time.” 
 
Janet Turner and Bonita Kopp of the LHERE Artepe Aboriginal Corporation in Alice Springs say 
traditional men know when to hand over to the women when it comes to women‟s business and 
respect women of the Arrente country. 
 
“We women have a strong voice and we are the main caregivers to our children. Men have always 
respected the women‟s voice and we are on equal footing with them, but also offer them support,” 
they said. 
 
“I look at the Northern Territory now where the government has given back land. If we don‟t agree, 
the government just go ahead and do it anyway. It‟s hard for men and women to stop them,” Ms 
Turner said. 
 
The Indigenous Women and Leadership session will be held from 11.30am to 12.30am today at the 
Perth Convention Exhibition Centre. 
 
Endsé 
 

**The annual Mabo lecture will be delivered today by the Chairperson of the Waitangi Tribunal and 
MǕori Land Court Chief Judge Joe Williams from 9:00am *** 

 
 
Media Contacts 
Media wishing to attend the conference should register by calling 
Christine Ryan, AIATSIS Media and Communications   
m: 0408 688 026, email: chris.ryan@aiatsis.gov.au 
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