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1 Introduction 
1. The Australian Human Rights Commission (the Commission) is Australia’s 

‘A status’ national human rights institution established and operating in 
full compliance with the Paris Principles. Information about the 
Commission can be found at: www.humanrights.gov.au. 

2. The Commission welcomes the opportunity to provide this submission to 
the Special Rapporteur on the rights of indigenous people for his report to 
the Human Rights Council on Indigenous Women and the Development, 
Application, Preservation and Transmission of Scientific Knowledge.  

3. This submission describes the wealth of First Nations women’s knowledge 
across multiple sectors and the work women are doing to protect, revive 
and transmit their knowledges. It also outlines the need for structural 
change to ensure First Nations women are guaranteed the spaces to lead 
with their knowledges and to drive transformative change for the 
wellbeing of all human and non-human life.  

4. In doing so, this submission highlights the key findings of the 
Commission’s recent national engagements with Australia’s First Nations 
women and girls—the Wiyi Yani U Thangani (Women’s Voices) Project—
and signposts parts of the Wiyi Yani U Thangani (Women’s Voices): Securing 
our Rights, Securing our Future 2020 Report (the Report) and 
Implementation Framework. 

5. In making this submission, the Commission also aims to raise awareness 
within the international human rights community—and amongst its 
indigenous representative in particular—of the Wiyi Yani U Thangani 
Project as a model for elevating the voices of First Nations women. The 
Report is a rich source of information providing a First Nations gender-
lens to a broad range of issues and policy areas, and is a First Nations 
female-lead roadmap for structural change.  
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2 The Wiyi Yani U Thangani (Women’s Voices) 
Project 

2.1 Background and overview 

6. Wiyi Yani U Thangani (Women's Voices) is a multi-year systemic change 
project led by Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social 
Justice Commissioner, June Oscar AO. The aim of the project has been to 
recognise the rights and lives of Australia’s First Nations women and girls, 
and to elevate their voices to the spaces of decision-making. Through Wiyi 
Yani U Thangani, Australia’s First Nations women have been heard as a 
collective for the first time in over 34 years. 

7. Throughout 2018, Commissioner Oscar and her team travelled to 50 
locations in urban, regional and remote areas across every state and 
territory. They conducted 106 engagements and met with 2,294 women of 
all ages, including senior elders, girls from 12 to 17 years of age, women in 
prison and Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer or Questioning, 
Intersex, Asexual, Sistergirl and Brotherboy (LGBTQIA+SB). Over 100 
submissions and 300 survey responses were also received.  

8. Wiyi Yani U Thangani has been guided by key international human rights 
instruments including the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (ICESCR), The International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR), Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the International Convention on 
All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), the Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disability (CRPD), the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (UNCROC). And the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). 

9. This submission reaffirms the fundamental importance of First Nations 
women and girls right to express and practice their culture through the 
maintenance, resurgence and intergenerational transference of their 
customs, laws, languages and knowledge systems. The right to culture, 
expressed in this broad sense, underpins the Wiyi Yani U Thangani 
Report. In this regard the Report and submission highlights Articles 11, 12 
and 13 of UNDRIP, which in summary state that Indigenous peoples have 
the right to develop past, present and future manifestations of their 
culture and to transmit culture to future generations; to access the 
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objects, places and lands that enable them to do this; and that States 
should take effective measures to protect these rights.   

10. The Report—which was tabled in the Federal Parliament in December 
2020—captures what women and girls consider to be their key strengths 
and concerns, what principles they think should be enshrined in the 
design of policies, programs and services, and what measures they 
recommend to be taken to effectively promote the enjoyment of their 
human rights into the future. 

11. The Report sets out a comprehensive plan for structural reform including 
seven overarching recommendations to address the systemic issues that 
apply across all aspects of First Nations women and girls lives. Also 
included are four pathways forward corresponding to each of the Report’s 
Parts (Supporting strong families and communities, Living and belonging, 
Healthy and engaged lives, Thriving communities and sustainable 
economies). These traverse all areas of life from land and country to 
justice, health, employment and many others. 

12. An animated version of the Report’s key findings can be watched here. 

13. Following the Report, an Implementation Framework has been developed 
to guide women and girls, communities, governments and decision-
makers to take action on the findings of the Report. Across four thematic 
areas aligned to the overarching recommendations of the Report, the 
Implementation Framework sets out major priorities, action areas and 
structural changes that define how women and girls want systems to 
function, where investments must be made, and provides examples of 
women-led initiatives.  

14. Full versions of relevant major priorities from the Implementation 
Framework can be found in Appendix A.  

15. The Implementation Framework takes a gender-responsive, intersectional 
and holistic approach. It uses systems-thinking practices to move beyond 
isolated and sectored reforms to large-scale structural change focused on 
addressing the drivers of the inequalities in First Nations women and girls’ 
lives.   
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3 First Nations women’s knowledges  
16.  Since time immemorial, First Nations women have transmitted stories, 

songlines, and languages that carry the knowledges that sustain the 
health and wellbeing of their people, country and of future society.  

17. Wiyi Yani U Thangani provides the evidence that women’s knowledges are 
essential to supporting families and communities. Women’s knowledges 
are critical to raising children, supporting young people through early 
childhood to adulthood, maintaining social cohesion, healing people from 
trauma and illness, and caring for land, waters and animals. 

18. Throughout the engagements there was great concern that many 
elements of culture and traditional Law which maintained these 
knowledge systems were being eroded and lost. There was also strong 
evidence that women and girls were counteracting this loss with a 
resurgence of ceremony and language and through active practices are 
reacquiring intimate knowledge of relationships with kin and country. 
Women and girls spoke of the importance of engaging with elders as part 
of this resurgence and re-learning of Law and knowledge across Australia. 

19. This recommendation to invest in intergenerational learning and 
transference of knowledge was so consistent throughout the Wiyi Yani U 
Thangani consultations that a further set of engagements were embarked 
on at the end of 2019 to hear directly from senior women Law holders. 
These engagements took place in far north Western and central Australia. 
Further engagements were ceased due to COVID-19. The voices of senior 
women who were heard from are incorporated into the Wiyi Yani U 
Thangani Report.   

20. Senior women and First Nations women across Australia described how 
they are applying their knowledges across diverse sectors and fields 
including the arts, health, academia and business. Further, with the real 
threat and present impacts of climate change, women are using their 
knowledges to understand the effects on ecological systems, to protect 
biodiversity, and are innovating to mitigate and adapt to new challenges.  

21. Through Indigenous Ranger Programs, First Nations women are actively 
applying their knowledge to care for Country and people, and in the 
process are strengthening and revitalising knowledge to share with 
younger generations. For example, the Kimberley Women Rangers are 
using their unique knowledges in collecting and propagating seeds, 
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maintaining a provenance seed bank, undertaking revegetation, 
developing story books to share knowledge, and developing bush 
products social enterprise.1 

22. In areas of health, particularly maternal health and early life care, women 
are revitalising their sovereign birthing knowledges and practices with the 
establishment of culturally-safe birthing centres and programs. The 
Caring for Mum on Country project, for example, works with Yolngu 
women from Galaiwinku in Northeast Arnhem Land to integrate Yolngu 
and Western medical pregnancy and childbirth knowledge systems. 
Charles Darwin University has partnered with the Australian Doula college 
to deliver djakamirr training in Galaiwinku to grow the cohort, and 
reinvigorate Yolngu maternal health, pregnancy and birthing knowledges 
and care practices.2  

4 The need for structural change 
23. Prior to the imposition of Western patriarchal structures that force 

gendered hierarchies, women’s knowledges were of equal worth and 
importance to those of men. Despite its evidenced importance, women’s 
knowledges continue to be marginalised by mainstream society.  

24. Throughout Wiyi Yani U Thangani, women expressed deep concern that 
Western systems continued to disregard and marginalise their knowledge 
systems, providing minimal support and a lack of recognition to protect 
them. As a consequence, their languages and knowledges are being lost at 
an alarming rate. 

25. It is estimated that of the more than 250 languages and the hundreds of 
dialects known to have existed pre-colonisation, fewer than half remain 
and, of those, 90% are considered endangered.3 In many remote regions 
of Australia, it is believed that only a few women remain who hold the 
intact songs of their ancestors, transferred from pre-colonisation. It has 
been described that the loss of women’s songs—these immense 
knowledge systems—would be ‘a tragedy of enormous proportions’.4 

26. First Nations women stressed that protecting and restoring their 
extensive knowledge systems are key to developing their own self-
determined social supports, structures and economies, as well as being 
vital to their positive health and wellbeing.  
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27. Throughout Wiyi Yani U Thangani, First Nations women were clear that 
large-scale, gender-responsive structural change is needed to overcome 
the inequalities they experience. Whilst there have been positive 
programs and reforms to protect and revitalise their languages and 
knowledge, there must be a nationally consistent approach that centres 
women’s knowledges and expertise across all areas of life and in all 
decision-making processes if we are to see substantial and sustained 
change for the wellbeing of First Nations women and their communities.  

4.1 Leadership and decision-making for self-determination 

28. As set out in Thematic Area 1 of the Implementation Framework, actions 
must be taken to ensure First Nations women and girls are strong in 
identity to know and practice their knowledges, and are guaranteed the 
spaces to apply their knowledges across all sectors, including in 
mainstream settings. This includes: 

• Guaranteeing access to lifelong cultural education and growing the 
political voice of young First Nations women and girls (Action 1.1). 
Associated structural changes to these actions include urgent 
reform to the child protection system to guarantee continuation of 
care and connection to kin and culture for young people and 
children.  

• Reinvigorating cultural governance and investing in place-based 
leadership (Action 1.2). For example, Yanalangami: Strong Women, 
Strong Communities offered through Tranby National Indigenous 
Adult Education and Training, seeks to grow and amplify the 
sovereign voices, stories, and aspirations of First Nations women 
Changemakers. Yanalangami is a Darug/Dharug Nation word 
meaning, we walk together, me and you. The Yanalangami program 
connects women, cultivating a culturally-safe and supportive 
community for the Changemakers through a series of 
empowerment workshops, and professional development 
opportunities.5 Ensuring mainstream institutions are both culturally 
and gender-responsive to embrace First Nations women’s 
knowledges and expertise, and commit to targets and measures for 
inclusion and participation of First Nations women. This includes 
senior cultural women leaders (Action 2.1). 
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4.2 Language, land, water and cultural rights are critical to 
preserving and transmitting First Nations women’s 
knowledge 

29. It is vital that women’s knowledges, songlines and ceremonies are 
recognised for their equal worth and importance to men’s and together 
First Nations Laws are upheld, respected, intergenerationally transferred 
and embedded within local, regional and national governance and 
decision-making. 

30. Thematic Area 2 of the Implementation Framework outlines the actions to 
invest in and support women to meaningfully exercise their rights to 
learn, practice and transmit knowledge. These actions and structural 
changes intersect with the right to language, First Nations education 
systems, and land rights. This includes: 

• Developing and implementing strategies to ensure First Nations 
languages thrive in and beyond education, to enable language-
based economies, and to be integrated into workplaces and 
practices (Action 3.1).  

• Resourcing and supporting the reignition of women’s knowledges 
and songlines through launching a national songlines reignition 
project to record and archive songlines across Australia and 
developing a database and online portal with strong safeguards to 
stores secret knowledges (Action 3.2). 

• Guaranteeing regular women’s ceremonial gatherings for the 
protection, reignition and transmission of women’s knowledges 
(Action 3.2). For example, The Ngaanyatjarra Pitjantjatjara 
Yankunytjatjara Women’s Council (NPYWC)6 organise annual Law 
and culture camps for women from the NPY region in Central 
Australia.  Ongoing feedback and internal program evaluations 
consistently show that women view their Law and culture as one of 
the most empowering, unifying and important aspects of their lives. 
However, NPYWC does not have reoccurring funding, and every 
year a significant amount of time is invested in finding 
philanthropic and government funds.  

• Growing women’s Law and culture organisations and programs 
through investing in their Law and culture strategic plans (Action 
3.2). For example, the Kimberley Aboriginal Women’s Law and 
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Culture Strategic Plan which outlines a framework to develop 
specific, targeted and place-based plans for each language group in 
the region, to protect women’s language, Law and culture.7  

• Developing and implementing frameworks to ensure active use of 
women’s knowledges across sectors and to design new models in 
environmental protection, sciences, medicine, maternal health, 
child, disability, and aged care, as well as enhancing emerging 
technologies in AI and Distributed Ledger Technologies (DLT) like 
Blockchain (Action 3.2). Critical to this is strengthening the 
protection of Indigenous Cultural Intellectual Property (ICIP) and 
Indigenous Knowledge (IK) through effective Intellectual Property 
legislation.  

• Ensuring the safeguarding of First Nations women’s heritage by 
establishing a National First Nations Heritage Council, with 
guaranteed gender parity, as recommended by the Juukan Gorge 
Final Report8 (Action 3.2).  

• Guaranteeing gender-just treaty and agreement-making for 
women’s access to land and waters, and a reformed gender-
responsive native title and land rights process. The current process 
can marginalise the voices of First Nations women and preference 
those of men (Action 4.2).  

• Improving access to and availability of culturally-responsive on-
Country education and training opportunities which leads to 
meaningful employment, growth in on-Country economies and 
supports the viability of women and girls living on their ancestral 
Country (Action 4.3).   

• Ensuring women’s full and equal participation and leadership in all 
governance and decision-making in the pursuit of climate just and 
sustainable solutions (Action 5.1). This also includes the 
participation of young women and girls and developing the 
mechanisms to ensure their voices are heard (Action 5.2). For 
example, Seed Mob9 is an Indigenous youth-led climate network, 
creating a space for First Nations young peoples to get involved in 
climate justice. Their vision is to create a just and sustainable future 
that meets the needs and aspirations of First Nations youth, 
combined with strong cultures and communities. Many of their 
campaigns, including Protect Country emphasise that First Nations 



Australian Human Rights Commission 
Special Rapporteur’s report to the Human Rights Council at its 51st session 

 

11 

peoples have looked after the land and water sustainably for 
generations, and that First Nations people can continue to do so in 
the future. As Country is at the heart of First Nations identities, it is 
integral that First Nations youth have a role in protecting and 
demanding climate justice.  

4.3 Women’s knowledges as central to societal healing and 
intergenerational wellbeing  

31. First Nations women’s knowledges and practices, which have sustained 
healthy ways of being since time immemorial, must be embedded in how 
people act and the ways in which systems function from education to 
health and planning for transport and housing. 

32. Thematic Area 3 of the Implementation Framework outlines the actions to 
be taken to embed healing-informed approaches across all areas of life, 
centred with women’s knowledges. This includes: 

• Sustainably supporting and resourcing women to carry out critical 
healing work for families and communities, grow the evidence of 
women-led healing models, and co-design new and invest in 
existing healing models with women’s knowledges and lived 
experience at the centre (Action 6.1).  

• Embedding healing-informed approaches and training across all 
sectors to ensure all workplaces are gender-responsive and trauma 
informed (Action 6.2).  

• Investing in First Nations education systems and on-country 
schools, embracing First Nations knowledges and languages in 
education systems and ensuring truth-telling, and guaranteeing 
women’s knowledges and experiences are shared equal to those of 
First Nations men (Action 6.3 and 6.4). 

• Embracing and developing women’s knowledges in maternal health 
and early childhood care including through reclaiming sovereign 
birthing rights, investing in culturally-safe maternal supports and 
services with a First Nations women workforce, and investing in 
women-led and family centred early childhood education systems 
(Action 7.1 and 7.2). For example, Marninwarntikura Women’s 
Resource Centre in the Fitzroy Valley of Western Australia supports 
the health and wellbeing of women and their families through a 
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range of programs including the Baya Gawiy Buga yani Jandu yani u 
Centre.113 Baya Gawiy includes both an Early Childhood Learning 
Unit (ECLU) and a Child and Parent Centre to provide holistic 
support to womenand their children. Embedded with First Nations 
knowledges and language and their principle of ‘many ways of 
knowing and doing’, the ECLU makes learning for children 
meaningful and connected to community whilst also preparing 
them to walk in two worlds.10  

5 Recommendations 
The Commission recommends that: 

1. The Special Rapporteur considers the findings and recommendations of 
the Wiyi Yani U Thangani (Women’s Voices): Securing our Rights, Securing our 
Future 2020 Report when designing international and national measures to 
promote Indigenous women’s knowledge,  

2. The Special Rapporteur considers the Implementation Framework as a 
guide to translating findings into action through an intersectional, holistic, 
systems-thinking approach.  

3. All measures to ensure and protect indigenous women's ability to 
develop, apply, maintain and transmit knowledge are co-designed with 
indigenous women to ensure their distinct experiences inform policies 
and programs.  

4. The Special Rapporteur considers the development of guidelines to 
enable States to develop and maintain national databases to monitor the 
protection and maintenance of women’s knowledge systems including the 
practice and revitalisation of languages. National databases, or the 
collection of national data, must be co-designed with First Nations people, 
have their full free, prior and informed consent, and have strong 
safeguards ensuring data is owned by First Nations peoples and sacred 
and secret knowledges are protected. 
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