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· Acknowledge traditional owners of Canberra, the Ngunnawal people.

· Let me pose two questions to all of us today, firstly, does Australian sovereignty exist? And secondly, does Torres Strait sovereignty exist?  What do we mean by sovereignty?  Is it being able to act independently of others to protect ones interests, or is it interacting with others to protect ones interest.

· In the context of being empowered and having recognition of territories, resources and rights the answer for Australia as a nation is yes.  

· As a nation we have physical territory which is recognised internationally and we have the means to protect these borders from invaders.  We have our own currency, language, economy, and we have a place in the international community.

· For the Torres Strait, the answer is not quite as readily apparent.

· There is relative sovereignty for Torres Strait Islanders in that we are recognised as a separate race of indigenous people in Australia, and our ownership of land and cultural linkages to these territories have also gained recognition.  

· But do we control them?  Do we have the authority to say yes or no if we don’t want people, policies or governments infiltrating our region?  In that context, the answer is no.

· We could speak for the next 100 years about sovereignty, independence or autonomy, but what is that doing?  Is it addressing our disadvantage?  That’s the question that is central to my people’s survival, especially as we struggle to define better and appropriate governance for us.

· I think the key issue for all of us here, is whether or not we can coexist, and to what level we can become sovereign indigenous people.

· If we fixate on sovereignty in a nation context, Torres Strait Islanders will be disappointed for many years to come. We will create a group of people who will always see themselves as less than other Australians, because they will use the nation criteria to judge whether or not they are equal.  We will progressively frustrate ourselves by not reaching that goal.

· The likelihood of Australia granting independent nation status to the Torres Strait is very slim to say the least.  I doubt that many islanders who actually live in the region and who truly understand the resource limitations that is part of life in a remote region would see any real benefit of such a move. 

· What we want is to survive as Torres Strait Islanders and coexist with other people in our country.  We want the right to be a Torres Strait Islander.

· In the Torres Strait, we rely on Australia for protection, for resources and development.  We are linked directly to the nation’s economy, governance structures and various networks, yet there is a desire within our people to have more control of our collective destiny.

· The Torres Strait’s history is not one of expansive empires, it is more about small island nations living in a common region.  Wars were fought over trade routes, territory incursions, clan feuds and resources.  Agreements were reached between sovereign leaders.  The region was one of interdependence, not independence. 

· What Australia and the world must remember when you talk about the Torres Strait, is that in a period of just over 100 years, our people have gone from having sovereignty in the nation sense to relative sovereignty as individuals and groups.

· So how then can Australia expect Torres Strait Islanders to forget about where our people have come from and think only of today and the future as others want us to see it?  To do that is not fair!

· The desire for more control is intrinsic in the islander way of thinking, and it will be there for many years to come.  Our modern pre-European history is the foundation that our current desires are built on.  Asking us to break the link between the two, is asking us to stop being Torres Strait Islanders.  

· As modern island leaders, our challenge is to define a level of realistic sovereignty that our people want and that we can achieve.  We must keep our feet on the ground at all times, and remember like our forefathers did, that we share a region with others and we must coexist.

· We must work in cooperation with each other first, in order to collaborate effectively with the outside world.  We need to have a vision of how we want to live and what needs to be done progressively to get there.  Our time frame for any such movement must be realistic and should take into consideration available resources, our own capabilities, and most importantly we should always gauge whether or not our people are happy with each step that we make.  

· We can debate government structures, electoral processes and even create new and improved political structures, but if our people continue to die younger than other Australians is sovereignty the issue?  If less indigenous people know their own traditional language is sovereignty the issue? Or if a larger proportion of our people survive on welfare-type schemes than the mainstream population is sovereignty the issue?

· Is sovereignty the real issue of our people, or is it largely an issue for those of us with the luxury to debate it?  The people on my home island of Saibai will continue to face real problems such as border security, health service access, loss of language, welfare dependency regardless of whether the Torres Strait becomes independent, autonomous or not.  Those issues will continue to be there regardless of the existence of a Treaty between the Australian Government and indigenous Australians.

· If an agreement such as a Treaty can deal with these real problems then yes let’s go for it.  But if it further frustrates our people by building an unrealistic level of expectations then I think there’s not going to be much support for it.  A Treaty for indigenous people, or autonomy for Torres Strait islanders for that matter, is not going to make these problems go away.  We would be doing our people a great disservice if we thought that these two things were the cure all for our predicament.

· As a cultural person, I feel our first priority is to find a perception of ourselves that we accept and that we use as the foundation for all our actions.  Let’s move away from thinking that we have to be a nation as such to be equal with other peoples.  

· Sovereignty or independence doesn’t start with government systems and flags, it starts with each and everyone of us as individuals.  If we can control our own life, then we have a fundamental level of freedom that nobody can ever take from us.

· That is where our sovereignty comes from, that is who we are.  With all our debates on regional and national issues let’s try to do one thing from this day on.  Let’s remember that to solve the big obvious problems, we need to solve the little more personal problems first.  

· If we’re talking about instilling a greater sense of ownership amongst all our people for movements such as Treaty and greater autonomy in the Torres Strait, then maybe this is where our visions should start.  

· The effect of these movements should be measurable on the ground in making people’s lives better, in helping to keep language and cultural practices alive, in rebuilding traditional systems of respect, in lifting communities’ collective level of self esteem and the list goes on.  Real outcomes that can be measured over a period of time, not warm and fuzzy vague rhetoric.

· The issue that underpins all our discussions about political development and identity is coexistence.  The ability of all of us to live together, while respecting that each of us is different.

· We want to flourish as a people within this nation.  We not only want our special place in Australia’s national ‘psyche’ to be recognised, but also understood, appreciated and respected.  Nation building is a two way street where you gain respect by giving it.

· In our debate about a Treaty, let’s be realistic and continue to keep the small issues in our minds.  Let’s recognise, that this is about breaking down barriers and living together, not building new ones and trying to move apart.  

· Most importantly this is about facing deep rooted issues that are hard to identify, but threaten the survival of our cultures and our way of life.  Our identity is under threat and we must deal with this – now.

· As Torres Strait Islanders, we are proud of our identity and we are proud to be Australians.  We are also appreciative and conscious of the level of sovereignty that we have achieved, of course acknowledging that there is more to be done for the Torres Strait.  We also know that we are engaged in a process that may last well into this century and beyond. 

· And this is a process that will not only help to define our identity but hold us up as equals with all peoples that live in this great nation called Australia.   

· Thank you.
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