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2016 Families Australia Oration  

June Oscar AO 

Healing to thrive; building the collective strengths of our families for positive generational change 

Thank you… 

I acknowledge the traditional custodians of the land we stand on  

What an honour to be here  

I want to begin where we all began, childhood. To remind us that we were all children once! 

My speech today is a call to reflection and then action, a reminder that from one generation to the 

next, through childhood and adulthood, life is a learning journey. Not just for us as individuals but 

for society as a whole, learning is fundamental to how we create the policy and legislative 

frameworks that respond appropriately to our nations needs and define our longer-term existence. 

Our present is what we and our ancestors have made it. Our future will be made by us and our 

children. How children grow and respond to the world is critical to forming the world we want to 

live in. When we believe in this, then children are quite literally our hopes and dreams, our belief in 

a better humanity. 

Of course we can’t determine who any one person will become, but we can construct the right 

environments to ensure that each person becomes the best of who they, of what they want to be, 

and the best of us. 

By this, I don’t just mean children walking into a viable adult profession. Of course, to be a dancer, 

an astronaut, a social worker or an environmental engineer, it is essential, a birth right, that all 

pathways are laid before every child to enable them to reach the goals they choose.  
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What is of equal worth, one that we too often disregard, but should demand our attention, are the 

values we inscribe as children grow. Values of how we relate and interact, and care for, and 

encourage each other. The development of a value based learning should be at the forefront of our 

minds when we consider the health, wellbeing and education of our children. A learning which 

cultivates a collective determination, resilience, and empathy so we can create a rich social fabric 

that enables and motivates, and does not diminish and inhibit any of our talents, capacities and 

knowledges from our diverse cultural heritages.  

Our focus in society, particularly in this electoral cycle is stuck on jobs. Human faces, families as the 

bedrock of society vanish when all that is spoken about is economic growth. Society is not simply a 

reflection of our professions, it is a reflection of our lived experiences and learnings. 

I know I’d prefer an astronaut who explored and cared for the worlds of others so all humanity 

could thrive, than an astronaut who pillaged and plundered the stars for her own self-worth and 

the prosperity of a few. 

I’ll bring this futuristic example back down to earth. No matter how fantastical our future jobs and 

lives are, it will reflect the humanity, or conversely, the inhumanity of our past. This is not fatalistic. 

It gives us courage and hope that we can shape tomorrow. 

Before I go on, I want to tell you about the learning framework that has defined many aspects of 

our Indigenous civilization. If we do not reflect on the past effectively then tomorrow’s astronauts 

could be yesterday’s European settlers. Imagine today if exploration had taken place with inquiry 

and thoughtfulness. If our Indigenous worlds had been seen by Europeans in the way we 

experienced them at first encounters. 
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Before colonisation, for tens of thousands of years my ancestors and the country’s we belong to 

had developed an intricate system of reciprocity. In the Kimberley and across my Bunuba 

homelands and other languages sharing similar traditions this system enabled a complex web of 

sharing, giving and learning. The rituals of exchange in material objects and gatherings of ceremony 

and song, networked our entire existence into clear protocols of interaction, defining our language 

and behaviours in those instances of meeting. This was a universal way of living that actively wove 

our society into being.  

The infrastructure of this society being knowledge, specifically the fundamental importance of our 

knowledge to existence – it is knowledge to live and survive by, to feel and experience the entirety 

of the world around us. It takes a lifetime to learn, and a lifetime to pass on to the next generation.  

To us education was not confined to childhood. Education is a lifetime of learning. 

Colonisation was a devastating disruptor to this system. 

The conflict of the frontier was the beginning of an intergenerational trauma arising from what 

began as mass killings, dispossession, and continues in varying forms of discrimination, 

disenfranchisement and marginalisation that is too often reinforced by the short-term political 

policies of the present day.  

Much of my working life has been dedicated to understanding what unresolved trauma does to a 

society, does to my very own community, and family. I have worked with women, the police and 

government ministers and bureaucrats to restrict the chronic oversupply of alcohol into our 

vulnerable communities. In the Fitzroy Valley we have seen how the overconsumption of alcohol 

has curtailed societal possibilities, our rights and freedoms. The most severe being the effect of 

alcohol on a growing foetus in a mother’s womb. Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders, FASD, are quite 
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literally a permanent physiological and neurological imprint of trauma effecting a person across 

their lifespan. 

And in the decades since we received our full citizenship rights and were allowed to drink, we have 

continued to experience marginalisation from mainstream Australia, the overconsumption of 

alcohol has become normalised, a social lubricant which eases the pains of the past. 

Drinking alcohol to excess shuts down the creation of new long-term memories. This is even more 

severe when a person has FASD, it can stop the creation of even short-term memories and makes 

learning by wrote and repetition extremely difficult.  

As much as we want to leave trauma behind it is important that what is transmitted from one 

generation to the next, is never forgotten. No matter how painful. If we exclude the past from how 

we act today we will continue to repeat the same injustices over and over. 

Our leadership in the Fitzroy Valley is well known because of these purposeful community led 

interventions to reduce harms across our community to break the cycle of transmitted trauma.       

The women who I work with at Marninwarntikura Women’s Resource Centre in Fitzroy Crossing 

where I am privileged to be CEO and those who have come before me in the establishment of the 

organisation have understood collective harms and addictions within a bigger story, within the 

context of trauma. When we understand it within this context we know all societal harms can be 

overcome, because with the right supports and opportunities we can heal and recover from 

trauma.  

Let me repeat, the present comes from the past but it does not define who we are, it is the lessons 

from our history that makes positive generational change possible. 
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It is us as communities with our insight and foresight that are qualified to respond to our needs and 

unresolved historical trauma. It is us as a community that must lead the way in creating an 

environment primed for positive change.  

In the Fitzroy Valley we are already putting the building blocks in place for a community restoration 

that meets our regional needs. 

I’ve mentioned the impact of FASD on our society. This is what the evidence is enabling us to do. 

In 2009, we embarked on Australia’s first prevalence study of Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders. We 

found that 1 in 5 children (19%) had one of the fetal alcohol spectrum disorders – one of the 

highest prevalence rates in the world.   

Children with FASD have permanent damage to their brains. All evidence, and we have witnessed 

this ourselves, shows that an individual with FASD, exhibits difficult and inappropriate behaviours, is 

likely to come into contact with the criminal justice system in their lives, and have an average life 

expectancy of 34. It does not have to be this way. Not only is FASD 100% preventable those who 

have FASD are also incredibly caring and gentle and experience the world in different ways. 

At Marninwarntikura we have used the evidence of FASD as a foundation of strength to prevent 

these damaging life outcomes from occurring. We have developed the Marulu Strategy – a cross 

disciplinary and service provision strategy - to provide innovative, ongoing responses to the reality 

of FASD. For us it doesn’t end there, we must think of the needs of all families. If we didn’t we 

would make few in roads. 

At Marninwarntikura we are implementing a suite of wrap-around recovery initiatives and 

strategies. They are all being integrated by taking a trauma-informed practice approach and a drive 

toward healing across all working areas. 
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This includes a family centre and early year’s education and care, a social enterprise, legal unit and 

domestic and family violence crisis response shelter.  

All of our work is designed to create a safe and secure space for the entire family at all points of 

their life, within the walls of our organisation allowing for the time needed to grieve, accept, 

reconcile and heal from generational transmitted trauma. We believe this is the critical framework 

to deal with the impacts, causes and symptoms of acute and transmitted trauma – alcohol and 

other drugs, violence and abuse, chronic diseases - in both a responsive and preventative sense. 

This is a whole-of-life, whole of family approach, is not just an isolated initiative on the side.   

Thinking like this is exciting, because it is real. Working like this is what brings about possibilities. It 

is more than hope. It is the change we all want to see.  It is based in reflective research, and our on 

the ground knowledge and solutions, and strong evidence. 

What is also of fundamental importance to this approach is that we see no child and no part of our 

life as existing in isolation.  

When families are empowered, children thrive and communities benefit. Children grow to develop 

the values of intergenerational care and responsibility that are still threaded through our 

Indigenous worlds but need to be strengthened.  

A child safe organisation is one that reflects all that a society is and can be. In our community if we 

limited safety to the walls of Marninwarntikura then we would not be doing our job. We are 

shaping an organisation that extends outwards and is not in denial of the circumstances that we 

exist within.  Our organisation is our community. It has to reflect what the community is and know 

that it can be strengthened. 
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Unfortunately, under current public financial arrangements organisations like ours are not funded 

to the level required so that we can really do what we know is right.   

Australia right now is in the early period of an eight week election campaign that will either return 

the Government or elect a new Labor Government. I mentioned earlier that their focus is on jobs. 

For us working in the social service sector, the caring economies, human rights workers, not-for-

profits and advocacy groups, we are helping to grow a population capable of filling and creating 

jobs with integrity and meaning while belonging to strong families and maintaining thoughtful 

positive connections with others. Connections that are not harmful, that are not violent, not 

undermining or discriminatory. 

This work is wholly undervalued and never given the resource and monetary investment that it 

needs. Government is open to positive negotiations with us but they have to truly believe that our 

work has a direct impact on what they want for Australia, whether that be more jobs or national 

safety the people who compose this nation matter, it us who will deliver the jobs and make our 

worlds safe.  

We know that good work is being done across political parties. We know that each political party 

must care about the health and wellbeing of the Australian people all of whom build its prosperity 

into the future. 

Overall the fact that preventative and responsive measures to societal harms are not seriously on 

the agenda of either the Government or the alternative government is a problem that must be and 

can be overcome in Australian politics.  

Governmental investments come at the wrong time. When all we do is invest in the present we 

perpetuate the crisis. We erase both our hindsight and foresight and are limited to the moment. 
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We spend 3.3 billion dollars on child protection and out of home care. The estimated health and 

alcohol related harm bills to our country is around 36 billion dollars. When the alcohol industry in 

Australia makes $10 billion in revenue every year. I read in the national plan to reduce violence 

against women that we spend 13.6 billion dollars on those who have been effected by violence. 

And In 2013/14 the WA department of corrective services budgeted the prevention and diversion 

services was just $7.83 million compared to $46.8 million spent on detention.  

What this tells us is that we are not investing in a life time of learning. We are not investing in equal 

opportunities across a lifespan. We are not investing in real preventative work. We bolster industry, 

we create jobs and then we foot the bill for resulting damages.  

It is a failure of our democratic system that we cannot see how the costs outweigh the benefits. 

I’m not just talking about the figures, I’m talking about the human lives that become expendable 

when we don’t properly quantify and qualify the effects of crisis investment over prevention.  

And where prevention initiatives are most needed like in the Fitzroy Valley where we are ready 

to take off, funds are being cut back.  

To make real and lasting change, we must move away from crisis and invest in the initiatives that 

are working and responding to the evidence. 

The policy frameworks that we are responding to across Australia in our areas of work – the 

national plan to reduce violence against women and their children 2010 – 2022 and Protecting 

Children is Everybody’s business are fundamentally important to safe guarding and protecting our 

human rights. They speak of many vital improvements in the collaboration of organisations and 

integrated crisis response, they focus on serious and damaging issues that must be confronted and 

overcome. But they do not ask why. Why is their violence, why do we need to protect our children? 
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When we forget the why we do not address the causes we are only ever dealing with the 

symptoms. 

I want to emphasise this as I close because it is my firm belief that policy needs to go further. For us 

as Indigenous people policy needs to recognise trauma and the need to invest in recovery and 

healing initiatives. And I know that extends beyond the Indigenous domain too. Policy must be 

integrative and not divided across government departments and states. It cannot isolate issues of 

harm but connect them, which is how we can target and prevent harm occurring in the first instant. 

It must put the family and community voice at its centre so it can be responsive and adaptive to 

local needs and histories. Policy must also be lasting. We need to know that what is recommended 

and implemented now has consideration for the future. What I mean by that is if we are to prevent 

harms, to make FASD history for instance then, we need to know that we have healed the wounds 

so the trauma does not remerge and the wound reopen. Policy has to use human rights, has to 

understand our societal values so we can take the long view. When our children are astronauts 

exploring the stars, we don’t just want them to be free from harm, we want them to do it while 

they are thriving with a deep care, responsibility and profound respect for whatever they 

encounter.  

Until we do this, we will never know if our investments are making an impact and delivering the 

whole of life outcomes, for every child and every family that we need to see.    

Many of you here tonight work yourselves in the area of remedial and preventative action. Many of 

us are seeing levels of success. I applaud everyone’s hard efforts to make a difference because it 

really does matter. But I am sure we all feel that so much more could be achieved if there was 

serious investment in the work we do. 
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What I do know is there are many of us that share the thoughts I have expressed tonight. When we 

put our minds, expertise and lived experiences together we can make things change. We can form 

creative partnerships that look at different forms of private and public financial mechanisms. We 

can advocate and lobby to remind all policy makers, governments and all forms of institutions that 

we were all children, we are now the future. Children are non-political, and their rights and safety 

must always be protected not only for the good of humanity but for a stable and prosperous future. 

The policy frameworks that I have mentioned that are being discussed at this conference are a 

starting point and they are a very good starting point to help us move on things that must be done 

and encourage us to think even further. A framework is important, it prompts discussion and 

debate. 

I want to leave you with a message that I delivered last week when I became the Australian 

recipient of the Desmond Tutu Global Reconciliation Fellowship. In this position now, as a fellow of 

global reconciliation, I want you all to believe, because it is true, that the time is now to make big 

and positive changes to our lives and to the lives of others. 

We have more information, knowledge and evidence shared across generations and cultures than 

we have ever had before. 

We are a nation living in relative peace and prosperity that has moved beyond serious conflicts and 

violent social fractures. We are in a stable position to learn from our past and understand the 

effects trauma has on individuals and societies so we can invest in the necessary resources to 

overcome violence, abuse and neglect today. 

We do not need to be afraid of our present. We need to be confident and courageous. We need to 

believe in ourselves and the work that we do because it will make the difference.    
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I said at the beginning that this speech was call to reflect, to reflect on all that we have learnt and 

now our conversation must end with collaboration for action. We need to work on initiatives that 

will respond to the evidence. So we can end transmitted trauma. So we know that in generations to 

come our children will grow into a thriving, happy and fascinating world.  

 

 

 


