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The legal outcomes the Gunditjmara achieved in the 1980s are often overlooked 

in the history of land rights and native title in Australia. The High Court Onus v 

Alcoa case and the subsequent settlement negotiated with the State of Victoria, 

sit alongside other well known bench marks in our land rights history, including 

the Gurindji strike (also known as the Wave Hill Walk-Off) and land claim that 

led to the development of land rights legislation in the Northern Territory. This 

publication links the experiences in the 1980s with the Gunditjmara’s present 

day recognition of native title, and considers the possibilities and limitations of 

native title within the broader context of land justice.
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Foreword

Gunditjmara country has many stories stretching back more than 30 000 
years. Over time, Gunditjmara Elders and people have told stories of 
ancestral creation beings revealing themselves in the landscape: erupting 
volcanoes; tsunamis; mountains forming; sea country creeping up onto 
the land; rivers changing; the relationship between people, animals 
and plants; abundant natural resources; settlement and aquaculture; 
the arrival of other people to Gunditjmara country; and of our ongoing 
spirituality and well being.

The Gunditjmara Land Justice Story tells us of two important events 
from recent decades; the precedence of the groundbreaking Onus 
(and Frankland) vs. Alcoa case before the High Court of Australia in the 
early 1980s and the Gunditjmara native title consent determination by 
the Federal Court of Australia in 2007. The recognition of Gunditjmara 
country and its people by Australian society is at the heart of 
these stories.

Telling the story of justice for Gunditjmara country is important and 
involves many of our voices. Jess Weir and the team from the Australian 
Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies have woven our 
stories with those of the broader community as well as the political and 
legal environments to document the achievements of the Gunditjmara 
and, in the same breath, Australia’s growing acceptance of its own history 
and identity.

Now that our community has twice proven itself and gained the 
recognition that Gunditjmara country so rightly deserves, we can draw 
our own line in the sand and move on to caring for our country on our 
own terms. This is important to our Elders, our families, our young 
people, our future and our Gunditjmara country.

Damein Bell 
Chairman 
Gunditj Mirring Traditional Owners Aboriginal Corporation RNTBC
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On the day of the 
native title consent 
determination 
Gunditjmara dancers 
welcomed everyone 
to country.

Welcome to country

Vicki Couzens, spoken in Dhauwurd Wurrung, 30 March 2007

mayapa wangan ngootyoong wanyoo Pernmeeyal, alam meen 
koorrookee, ngapoon mangnooroo watanoo gunditjmara 
ngatanwarr wooka ngootoowan ngathoo-ngat mangnooroo 
watanoo gunditjmara koorrookee ba ngarrakeetong 
teen ngeeye meerreeng 
makatepa ngootyoong nanoong wanyoo gunditjmara 
ngeeye meerreeng peeneeyt teenay

laka meerreeng 
leerpeen meerreeng 
karweeyn meerreeng 
karman kanoo meerreeng 
yana poorrpa meerreeng 
mayapa meerreeng peeneeyt 
mayapa maar peeneeyt

Translation

make/pay respects for the Great Spirit, ancestors 
grandmothers, grandfathers from the Gunditjmara 
welcome to you (all) (I give)  
from the Gunditjmara grandmothers, grandfathers and families 
here is our country 
today is a good day for the Gunditjmara 
our country is strong here 
talk the country 
sing the country 
dance the country 
paint up the country 
travel through the country 
make the country strong 
make the people strong


