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GARRETT:  Thanks for coming here to Darwin this morning, everybody, for a really important announcement by the Gillard Government. And I want to welcome my colleague, Damian Hale, the Member for Solomon – a great colleague and a bloke that does a fantastic job for the Top End; Jeffrey Lee, traditional owner Djok clan; and a number of other distinguished. I see Kim from Northern Land Council, Kim Hill and others, here too.

If re-elected, a Gillard Government will re-incorporate the Koongarra area and lands into Kakadu National Park. This announcement means that, if we are re-elected, we will see the addition of over 1200 hectares of Aboriginal land, known as Koongarra, into Kakadu National Park. And we would move to make sure that that area was protected in the park and became a part of Kakadu.

The Government has been notified by the Northern Land Council that it is the express wish of the traditional owner, Jeffrey Lee – who is standing with me, that he does not wish to see mining take place on the Koongarra lands. No application has been granted nor licence has been granted in the past for mining in these lands. And today’s announcement means that if a Gillard Labor Government is re-elected then Koongarra will be protected forever. 

I want to put on record the Government’s profound appreciation of the decision by the traditional owner, Jeffrey Lee, to make his request on this matter clear to us. We have listened and we are honouring that request today. 

What is happening is really important for Australian history and I will tell you why. A traditional owner has made a request that is critical. The Government has listened and honoured that request. That means that Kakadu will be protected, with an addition of Aboriginal lands, forever. An important decision by a traditional owner, a fantastic inclusion for Kakadu, and great benefit for the whole of Australia. 

This comes on top of additional decisions that this government has taken including the declaration of the Warddeken-Djelk Indigenous Protected Area which we have done previously, and shows how fundamentally we recognise the importance of culture and environment in this part of Australia. What a great contribution the natural environment plays to our tourism industry and how critical it is that we are absolutely mindful of the wishes of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, particularly in respect of this decision today.

The Koongarra lands in question are situated somewhat to the east of Nourlangie Rock, in that area running from Nourlangie Rock across to the Arnhem Land escarpment. They are important cultural and environmental lands and their inclusion into Kakadu is a great day both for the people of the Top End and also for the people of Australia.

So I want to, again, say that it is really a terrific day, Jeffrey. I am very proud to be standing here with you – with my colleague, Damian Hale. We wanted to see Kakadu protected forever. Your decision to seek to have your lands incorporated into the Kakadu National Park is an act of vision and foresight.  And it is one that today, the Gillard Government – if re-elected, will honour. 

I would now like to ask Jeffrey Lee just to say a few words.

LEE: Thank you, Minister. I feel really good today. This now has been going on, for many, many years I was fighting for Koongarra. And now that I am getting somewhere because the pressure was on me since when I was very young boy, young age, when I was growing up. I seen Koongarra back in those days when I was a young fella, that there was lot of corruption with Koongarra. And I wasn’t at Koongarra itself – I used to go to school here in Darwin. And I used to go back every now and again back to my home. But the appreciation that I have for Koongarra is when I was growing up there, I used to go hunting and fishing a lot with my grandfather and my grandmother and my father. And the land now where …is so significant with me.  I always go back there, every now and again. There are sacred sites and like I said, it is so significant to me and to the people of Gagudju itself, the traditional owners, I would like to see and protect Koongarra to the way it is now, today. I like to see it in my time, I would like to see it, in my time I will pass away, and the next generation will look after the area Koongarra.

Like I said, it’s been a real battle for me and now that I have grown up and I have learned a lot, and now that we are getting somewhere. And I am really proud and good and happy today, coming into Darwin, and talking to you. So I feel really good.

GARRETT:  Thanks very much Jeffrey. And just to conclude by saying that the World Heritage Committee came to Australia in 1998 and made a recommendation that Koongarra should be incorporated into Kakadu National Park. Kakadu National Park is world heritage listed. World heritage properties generate around $12 billion worth of income to the Australian economy every year. It is a recognition of its highly significant cultural values and its highly significant natural and environmental values. So today’s announcement of a re-elected Gillard Government incorporating Koongarra into Kakadu National Park is a decision which honours the wishes of traditional owner; understands how important Kakadu National Park is to its people and to Australia as a whole. And ensures that it will be properly protected for generations.

Happy to take any questions.

JOURNALIST:  The uranium industry is obviously going to be very disappointed by this. Would you like to see uranium mining end in Kakadu also because obviously we have a big working mine at the moment.

GARRETT:  The company in question has been afforded appropriate notice of the government’s decision. And I think it is important to recognise that no mining interests have been granted over the Koongarra area at all. I know it is the view of the Northern Territory Government that Koongarra shouldn’t be mined given that it is wholly within Kakadu National Park. And I think we have acted properly both in respecting the wishes of traditional owner and also providing the appropriate notification to the company in question.

JOURNALIST:  Would you like to see uranium mining stop in Kakadu National Park?

GARRETT:  The situation as it pertains to Kakadu National Park is one where we will properly and appropriately provide protection for the environment under the EPBC Act, in respect of Ranger. In respect of this decision, it is a recognition that given that no applications for mining or license had been approved, it is entirely appropriate, given that we now had a formal request from the traditional owner through the Northern Land Council, to honour that request. And I think the fact is that it does mean that we have got an addition to Kakadu of country of significant cultural and environmental significance.

JOURNALIST:  Minister, Ranger is operating in Kakadu for more than 20 years now without any grave problems. Should he have given up billions of dollars in valuable export earnings by closing Koongarra. And also giving up the opportunity for Aboriginal people to have real jobs, not sit-down money, but real jobs.

GARRETT:  Well, Kakadu generates significant income because of its tourism benefits. It also provides employment opportunities for traditional owners, communities and others. And this is a decision by a government which is respecting the wishes of a traditional owner. And you would be aware that the Northern Territory Land Rights Act makes it clear that there cannot be mining on Aboriginal land unless there is consent of traditional owners, and Jeffrey Lee has made it absolutely clear what his wishes are in this case. I think that this is a great decision for Kakadu but also for the community generally because the extraordinary and high significance of Kakadu and also the fact that it will continue to be a place where both Australians and visitors from overseas come to experience and enjoy for decades and decades to come, means that you have a sustainable tourism industry which can take some note, I think, of Jeffrey’s request and of this government’s decision.

JOURNALIST:  We are informed that the traditional owners will not allow you onto their lands in Kakadu National Park. You are not personally allowed on there. Do you realise that? Will you publicly admit that?

GARRETT:  What I will say is that I very much appreciate and enjoy the good relationships that we have with people in communities, both in and around Kakadu, but also right around Australia. And one of the things that has been, I think, a hallmark of this government and certainly of my stewardship of the environment portfolio is that we have wanted to provide significant opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to work on country. We have over 600 Indigenous rangers working on country. We have a large range of commitments in Indigenous Protected Areas on a program which has picked up tempo and has great confidence of local communities and land managers. And I am very, very proud of our record here in the Top End in terms of delivering to people on the ground but also making sure that this fantastic environment that you have got up here is well conserved and well protected.

JOURNALIST:  Can we ask Damian what he thinks about it? Damian, there are Aboriginal people working at Ranger who are earning more than $90,000 a year in real jobs. There would have been plenty of jobs going to Koongarra. Is it right that one man can stand up and stop Australia earning billions of dollars in export earnings and prevent Aboriginal people getting real jobs? Would you agree with that?

HALE: I support the comments of the Minister, Nigel, in regards to this. And I think that it is really important that governments – and I don’t think we have done it well enough over time, that we need to, governments on both sides of parliament, at all levels – need to work with traditional owners and respect and build those relationships with traditional owners. And it hasn’t happened well enough in the last 240 years.

JOURNALIST:  You accept that billions of dollars is going to be lost by this decision.

HALE: As I said, Nigel, there has got to be a balance in any decisions that are made in regards to Indigenous lands and certainly I support consultation, thorough consultation, with traditional owners.

JOURNALIST:  Mr Garrett, is it high time really that we had some focus on Indigenous issues in the campaign because Ms Donohue on Q&A really rightly pointed out that we haven’t seen much focus on it all so far?

GARRETT:  I think that there is always a situation in election campaigns where a range of commitments, of programs, and of announcements that have been made and which go to a specific issue or not, aren’t featuring on the front pages, or page one, two or three or featuring on the evening news. It doesn’t mean, in this case, that this Labor Government hasn’t had specific and direct commitments to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, and nor that we wouldn’t continue those measures that we have already put in place. I think it is very important to go back a couple of steps and recognise that it was this government that offered the apology. It was this government that committed to closing the gap. It was this government that determined that resources needed to be put into Indigenous communities and recognised how important that was. It was this government that provided for an additional forum for Indigenous people to be able to bring their issues through and provide advice to government. And it is this government, in my portfolio, that has produced significant traditional investment in programs which see Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people developing skills and working on country. When we started in government, we had in the vicinity of around 30-60 of these positions. We have now got over 600. That is a profound commitment that we have made. Just in relation to those areas of natural resource management, and I know across other portfolios, it has been the same. And again, you have had the recent announcements by Minister Macklin. Further commitment from this government recognising how important these issues are.

JOURNALIST:  In the end, though, a preamble doesn’t give a lot of legal advancement for Indigenous people. Why not put more recognition in the main constitutional document, in the body of it? I mean, Tony Abbott sort of made another ghost of picking it up saying he will have a referendum on it.  It is all very sort of tiny, tiny steps really rather than a big change quickly, isn’t it?

GARRETT:  I think what Jenny Macklin has announced is quite sensible and I think people will relate to and know that it is a sensible and constructive suggestion. And it is the beginning of a process. It is a process that will involve Indigenous people. It is a process that will be subject to openness and much discussion, as it should be, but it is one that is going to head somewhere. And that constitutional recognition is a good thing, once we reach that point. And it is something that this government is committed to.

JOURNALIST:  Is the French company involved in the Koongarra lease entitled to any compensation?

GARRETT:  That will be a matter for the company to determine whether or not it believes that is the case. The Government does not believe that that is the case. I think it is important, in terms of the earlier question, to remember that no application, or licence applications for exploration, have ever been granted for the Koongarra lease. So, when those applications have been made, they haven’t been granted. And it is the Government’s view that there is no existing mining interest that is affected by this decision today. And as I said before, it is also the fact that under the relevant land rights legislation, no mining can go ahead without the consent of the identified traditional owners. In this case also, Jeffrey Lee as a traditional owner and through the Northern Land Council, has made perfectly clear that he would not agree with any application or licence for mining activity on that site at all.

JOURNALIST:  Can I ask Jeffrey a question if that is okay?

GARRETT:  I think what I would be proposing is that we finish off with questions to us and if those of you who want to take questions to Jeffrey once we have concluded the press conference.

JOURNALIST:  My question is, and hopefully you will be able to answer this is that once the land goes back into becoming part of Kakadu National Park, do you have any plans for it of what you would like seeing done with it. You know, perhaps a road going through it. I don’t know what is on that particular parcel of land. Are there any particular sacred sites there or waterholes or what are we looking at there.

GARRETT:  Perhaps I can answer to begin with and certainly give you the opportunity to put those questions directly to Jeffrey later on. Once the decision has been made for re-incorporation and once the process of leaseback to the Director of National Parks takes place, then it will be a case of consultation with traditional owner which of course in this case is Jeffrey and also with those who are administering and delivering those resources and those programs in the park for the ongoing management of the Koongarra area. I think the key thing here is that it is over 1200 hectares; it sits in an extremely highly visible part of Kakadu National Park – within its existing borders. And, over time, subject to those discussions, negotiations and agreements be managed in accordance with the existing management arrangements that take place in the park up to this point in time.

JOURNALIST:  Minister you will have to forgive me, I am not from this area. But your announcement today falls in the seat of Lingiari. Where is Warren Snowdon?

GARRETT:  Mr Snowdon, as you will see, is very proud of this announcement – he is on the press release but he is campaigning in other parts of the country.

JOURNALIST:  Can we take anything from this decision to not get this uranium deposit mined. Can you look at that and say well it is unlikely that other developments of uranium will go ahead in Kakadu because we could have the Jabiluka lease, for example, be developed again. There are other deposits within the park.

GARRETT:  Mining is not permitted within the park under existing legislation to the extent that we already have Ranger, so within the boundaries of Kakadu National Park, as proclaimed, it is not possible for there to be any mining and there will not be any mining in the future. What today’s decision means is that the Koongarra lands in Kakadu National Park also will be protected forever and will become a part of Kakadu National Park for all Australians.

JOURNALIST:  Will the government look after Jeffrey seeing his very, very generous offer. Should he have a job for life as a ranger?

GARRETT:  Jeffrey’s action today is one of great generosity and vision. And I know that he already works in the park in his ranger capacity and I am more than confident that he will continue to enjoy that position, work, and bring his knowledge as a traditional owner and his experience to bear in the coming years.

Thanks very much everybody.

