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Thank you, Madam Chair. My name is April Lawrie, I am a proud Mirning and Kokatha woman from the Far West Coast of South Australia. I speak today as the South Australian Commissioner for Aboriginal Children and Young People and I am pleased to contribute to the 17th session of the Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. I start by paying respect to my Ancestors and the Ancestors of all those Indigenous peoples gathered today. I also acknowledge the children, young people, their families and communities of whom I seek to represent.

As Aboriginal people we know that country and language are entwined with one another however in Australia we only have Native Title rights and not Language rights. Our children need their language rights for the survival of the world’s longest continuing culture and to grow up strong, confident and proud of who they are.

Aboriginal children in State care, who are more than often in non-Indigenous care, should not have to endure the same loss of identity, language dispossession and dislocation from family and community as the Stolen Generations. Aboriginal children have the right to maintain their connection to culture and learn their language. It is reinforced by the United Nations Conventions on the Right of the Child, Article 30: Children have the right to learn and use the language and customs of their families, whether or not these are shared by the majority of the people in the country where they live, as long as it does not harm others. 

In 2022, the Australian Government committed to a $14.1 million plan over four years to 2025-2026 to teach First Nations languages in Australian Schools. Again, there is only a mention about this commitment but not transparency with Aboriginal communities on where this commitment is at.

The South Australian Aboriginal Education Strategy (2019-2029) only acknowledges the strength and importance of language, and no mention has been made to how learning, knowing and understanding Aboriginal languages can allow the child to thrive in educational environments and in their community. The Strategy’s indicators of success do not encompass the cultural wellbeing of Aboriginal children and young people, nor acknowledge their cultural identity and right to be able to learn Aboriginal language as part of their school education. 


In remote Aboriginal communities throughout South Australia Aboriginal languages are spoken more fluently, and the Aboriginal language of the area is incorporated into the educational environment, with little regard for Bilingual education. To this current date, the Strategy only mentions a move towards a bilingual education model with no further comment on the progress of this.

It is stated in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples in Article 14 that Indigenous peoples have the right to establish and control their educational systems and institutions providing education in their own languages, in a manner appropriate to their cultural methods of teaching and learning.

Aboriginal children, young people and community have the right to control and have a say on the education that their children receive. Therefore, Madam Chair, it is my recommendation and I urge the State of Australia to create and implement a strategy to progress towards Aboriginal Community Controlled Education and Languages for the benefit of Aboriginal children and young people. 

This recommendation can only be accomplished through Aboriginal self-determination and through listening to the voices of Aboriginal children, young people and their communities. 

In the words of a young person I interviewed as part of my role as Commissioner, “Language is important because you need your language to connect to your culture and when you connect to your culture, you are much stronger”. 
