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Aboriginal Health in Aboriginal Hands  

As you would all understand I, and all of the staff at Winnunga, have 

been very focussed in recent weeks on ensuring we are as well    

prepared as we can possibly be to play our part in supporting the 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community in the face of the 

threat from the Coronavirus (COVID-19). I cannot thank my staff 

enough for the way in which they have responded to this crisis. 

Winnunga has stepped up and is providing thorough triaging and 

procedures for members of the Aboriginal community who       

present with respiratory symptoms. It is imperative we maintain safe 

social distancing measures among clients, as well as clients and staff.  

In order to ensure we are able to maintain our standard clinical   

services to members of the community who are attending for other 

reasons, we have commenced work on implementing a temporary 

reception and waiting area at the rear of the building for clients who do not present with 

respiratory issues (see article on page 2 for more information). 

The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community are, because of the already high burden 

of chronic disease we experience, undoubtedly at high-risk if we do contract the              

Coronavirus. For this reason we all need to be especially vigilant in observing all of the     

advice form the Government and medical experts about social distancing and hygiene, in 

particular the need to regularly wash our hands and not touch our faces. It is important too 

that we remain calm and considerate. 

I am conscious, of course, of the daily struggle which is a feature of life for so many       

members of the Aboriginal community and that any major upheaval such as that we are 

now experiencing will always impact disproportionately on people who live with               

disadvantage or have limited means. 

I think we can all accept it as a given that not very many Aboriginal families have stock piles 

of toilet paper or the pantry and refrigerator crammed with groceries. It is imperative that 

the ACT Government give particular consideration to ensuring people in Canberra in lower 

income households receive preferential consideration when devising support packages to 

combat the effects of COVID-19. 

These are indeed worrying times and I am aware of the high levels of understandable      

anxiety that many in the community are experiencing. If you are anxious and worried or if 

you know of someone you think is struggling to cope please do not hesitate to contact    

Winnunga and ask us if we are able to assist or if we can point you to someone that may be 

able to help. Winnunga is here for you.  
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Winnunga will continue to provide services to all First Nations people. 

Telephone consultations: Winnunga doctors can now do telephone consultations, so if 

you don’t need to physically come to Winnunga, please don’t. To organise a telephone 

consultation please call Winnunga on 6284 6222. The doctor may need to call you back 

so give reception a number you can be contacted on. 

Two different entrances: You will soon find two separate clinic entrances at Winnunga.                                     

Respiratory Clinic – this is the current front main entrance. Anyone who has a fever, cough, sore throat or 

shortness of breath should go to this entrance. You will be asked to wear a mask while waiting at the             

Respiratory Clinic. 

Rear Entrance – this is the new entrance for all other consultations. Reception and the waiting room for this 

entrance are in demountable buildings in the rear car park. 

External triage and temperature testing: Nurses and Social Health Team workers are now stationed outside 

Winnunga to direct clients. The nurse will take your temperature and check whether you need to go to the  

Respiratory Clinic. 

Social distancing and hand washing: Chairs in our waiting areas are placed 1.5 metres apart to support social 

distancing. Please do not gather in groups while waiting at Winnunga. Please use the hand sanitiser provided 

while waiting at Winnunga, before entering the clinic and on your way out. 

At home: Please stay home unless it is absolutely necessary to go outside. Australians are permitted to go    

outside for the essentials, such as:                                                                                                                                                

 * shopping for food                                                                                                                                                              

 * exercising – in a public space such as a park, limited to no more than 10 people                                                                                                                                   

 * going out for medical needs                                                                                             

 * providing care or support to another individual in a place other than your home                                                                                                                                     

 * going to work if you cannot work from home 

Visits to your house should be kept to a minimum, with a very small number of guests. Extended family       

gatherings, barbeques, birthday parties and house parties are not permitted. Wash your hands frequently with 

soap and water, before and after eating, and after going to the toilet. Cover your cough and sneeze, dispose of 

tissues, and use alcohol-based hand sanitizer. Avoid contact with others (stay more than 1.5 metres away from 

people). Regularly disinfect high touch surfaces, such as tables, kitchen benches and doorknobs. Increase     

ventilation in the home by opening windows or adjusting air conditioning. 

More information: As the COVID-19 situation evolves Winnunga will inform clients and the community of any 

further changes to our service through our Facebook page, Instagram, our website and by email. 

For the latest national advice, information and resources, go to www.health.gov.au  

For the latest ACT advice and resources go to ACT Health: www.health.act.gov.au/novelcoronavirus 

The National Coronavirus Health Information Line is 1800 020 080. It operates 24 hours a day, seven days a 

week.  

Changes to Winnunga in Response to COVID-19  
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Julie Tongs, CEO of Winnunga Nimmityjah AHCS has written to 

the Honourable Greg Hunt, Commonwealth Minister for Health, 

to express her appreciation and to thank him, on behalf of the 

Aboriginal community, for agreeing to the grant of $4.5 million 

to Winnunga. 

The grant will go towards the incorporation within the new 

Winnunga health facility, currently under construction, of 

dental facilities and to ensure the final fit out of the      

building. The funding will also ensure that a fuller range of 

services will be able to be accommodated in the new space, focusing on not just the 

physical health needs of the Aboriginal community but on their social, emotional and 

cultural wellbeing. 

Julie said she was indebted to Minister Hunt and to the Commonwealth Government for 

recognising the needs of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community of         

Canberra and the region and for agreeing to the grant. 

Julie also acknowledged the significant support she received from members of both the 

ACT Government and the Opposition in advocating for the funding ultimately agreed to 

by the Commonwealth. 

 

‘The grant will 

go towards the 

incorporation 

within the new 

Winnunga 

health facility, 

currently under 

construction, of 

dental facilities 

and to ensure 

the final fit out 

of the      

building.’ 

   

 

 

 

 

  

Commonwealth Government Provides 

$4.5 Million  

Greg Hunt, Commonwealth  

Minister for Health 

Left: ACT Minister for Health Rachel Stephen-Smith with 

Julie Tongs 

Above: Representatives from Built, Judd Studio and 

SAFM together with Minister Rachel Stephen-Smith and 

Julie Tongs 
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The Canberra Times, 3 March 2020 By Daniella White 

The government has been criticised for failing to act a year on from a 

scathing review into Canberra's prison, which found basic human rights 

could be at risk. Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal Health Service CEO Julie 

Tongs said Corrections Minister Shane Rattenbury had done nothing to 

progress some of the most troubling findings in the report, including the 

lack of rights for women in the prison and the failure to separate them 

from the men. She said the prison was failing to live up to the human  

rights compliance it claimed to champion. 

The territory's Inspector of Correctional Services Neil McAllister's tabled the first full review of treatment of remandees in 

the Alexander Maconochie Centre in the Legislative Assembly in February 2019, making 39 concerning findings about    

conditions inside the prison. 

"We run around and do a review and a report and nothing seems to get implemented," Ms Tongs said. "I'm not sure how 

many reviews we need to have before we actually action them. Before you even look at implementing a report there's  

another one that has started." Ms Tongs said the government needed to better protect women at the prison.  

"A lot of women are in there because of family breakdowns and domestic violence," she said. "There's been physical and 

sexual abuse and all sorts of trauma the women face from a very young age. Then they get put in a predominately male 

prison where they have to walk past the male prisoners to go anywhere, like to the health centre. 

"All you do is re-traumatise those women." 

Women used to be housed in cottages but were moved to the main part of the prison in 2017. The government said at the 

time the decision was made in consultation with oversight agencies and human rights. The review found the move was "a 

significant limitation of the women's human rights". 

Other concerning issues were the frequent use of lockdowns, Ms Tongs said, and a move away from a focus on                 

rehabilitation. "If you want to keep going in the same direction you keep doing what you're doing," she said. "Otherwise 

make a conscious decision to turn it around and into what you intended it to be." 

Corrections Minister Shane Rattenbury was contacted for comment but a response was not received by deadline.      

Opposition spokeswoman for corrections Giulia Jones the government had simply lost interest in running a functional   

prison. "The Inspector of Correctional Services' first report, and his subsequent reports, made clear that the Alexander  

Maconochie Centre is an anti-human rights prison," she said.  

"One year on, the inappropriate housing of remandees and the mistreatment of women continues. The minister's lack of 

care in addressing these problems must be condemned.  

"This is a long-serving government that has simply lost interest in running a functional prison. More of the same old and 

tired thinking will only lead to worse results."  

The jail was opened in 2008 and was trumpeted at the time as Australia's first human rights-complaint prison. 

 

Government 'Failing' on Canberra                 

Prison Reforms  

Winnunga Nimmityjah CEO Julie Tongs 
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Julie Tongs, CEO of Winnunga AHCS has supported a call made by the ACT Human Rights 

Commission for the urgent need to provide for external merits review of child protection 

decisions. 

Julie is a signatory to a letter signed by the members of the Human Rights Commission and 

a number of senior community leaders, including Mr John Boersig, CEO Legal Aid, Ms      

Barbara Causon, Former Chair Our Booris, Our Way, and Mr Chris Donohue, President ACT 

Law Society, addressed to the Minister for Children Ms Rachel Stephen-Smith, the        

Attorney-General, Mr Gordon Ramsay and the Minister for Justice and Greens leader Mr 

Shane Rattenbury. 

The letter states, among other things: 

‘The absence of external merits review of child-protection decision-making…gives rise to 

serious issues of incompatibility with the government’s obligations under the Human Rights 

Act 2004.’ 

‘The government has had over three years since the Glanfield Report was published to 

settle on an ACT appropriate model. There can be no excuse for the ACT to continue to   

remain out of step with the rest of Australia by continuing to deny vulnerable children and 

their families their basic human rights.’ 

‘It is of significant concern to us that the limited accountability for child protection           

decisions, whether made within the directorate or by outsourced service providers,         

disproportionately impacts Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and families.’ 

‘Urgent reforms to rectify these concerns are essential and must not be further delayed…’ 

‘Public trust and confidence in the system will continue to be eroded without immediate 

and decisive legislative action.’ 

Julie Tongs said she supported the thrust and content of the letter to the full.  

She also said no one should be surprised that while the ACT stood out among all other   

Australian jurisdictions in not providing for external review of child protection decisions 

that it also consistently had the worst or second worst record in Australia for Aboriginal 

children in out-of-home care or subject to a child protection order.  

The refusal of the ACT Government to address this issue was simply shameful, she said. 

 

 

 

‘Public trust 

and 

confidence in 

the system 

will continue 

to be eroded 

without 

immediate 

and decisive 

legislative 

action.’ 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

Fact: For a copy of the Glanfield Report, please go to                                                                                                

https://www.cmtedd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/864712/Glanfield-Inquiry-report.pdf  

Child Protection Decision-Making         

in the ACT 
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The 2020 Closing the Gap Report, which was released in February by Prime Minister Scott 

Morrison, revealed that the ACT did not meet the target for closing the gap in relation to 

literacy and numeracy. 

In fact the Closing the Gap Report highlights that Aboriginal children in school in the ACT 

met the target for literacy and numeracy in only three of the eight cohorts measured for 

the purposes of the Report, namely years 3,5,7 and 9. Aboriginal children in year 9 met the 

target for both literacy and numeracy and Aboriginal children in year 7 met the target for 

numeracy but not literacy. Aboriginal children in years 3 and 5 did not meet either target. 

These outcomes are an indictment of the ACT education system. What is particularly      

concerning is the concern, raised in the February edition of the Winnunga Newsletter, that 

this outcome may in fact be the first time since the target was established in 2007 that it 

has not been met by the ACT. If that is the case then surely an independent inquiry into the 

decline in educational outcomes being achieved by Aboriginal children in Canberra is     

warranted. 

Winnunga AHCS has not been able to verify that the 2020 outcome is the worst since    

Closing the Gap was instituted but we have confirmed, for instance, that in the 2019 Closing 

the Gap report the ACT is recorded as having met the target in all eight cohorts. It can, 

therefore, be legitimately asked: ‘What happened to record such a dramatic reduction in 

outcomes between 2019 and 2020 in the literacy and numeracy outcomes of Aboriginal 

children in Canberra schools which saw the target met in eight out of eight cases in 2019 

but in only three cases out of eight in 2020?’ 

 

 

 

 

 

‘If that is the 

case then 

surely an 

independent 

inquiry into 

the decline in 

educational 

outcomes 

being 

achieved by 

Aboriginal 

children in 

Canberra is     

warranted.’ 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

Educational Outcomes for Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Students 

Fact:  The National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) is a series of tests focused on basic 

skills that are administered annually to Australian students. The tests are also designed to be carried out on the 

same days all across Australia in any given year. 
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Julie Tongs, CEO of Winnunga AHCS is calling on the Government and the community more 

broadly to ensure serious regard is had to the distributional impact of decisions taken to 

address the threat of COVID-19 and of the stimulus measures being pursued by               

Government. 

Julie made the point in responding to the implications for children from lower income 

households, most particularly Aboriginal children, who are not able to attend school        

because of steps taken to deal with the threat of the virus and whose family do not have 

internet access and in some instances may not have a television and so are not able to    

participate in on line education. 

It was important that every effort is made to ensure that whatever temporary measures are 

put in place to combat the spread of Covid-19 that the impact or burden of the response 

not fall disproportionately on already disadvantaged members of the community.  

 

Prisoners Must be Fully Protected    

From COVID-19 

Julie Tongs, CEO of Winnunga AHCS has joined calls for the ACT Government to act as a 

matter of urgency to address the threat which COVID-19 presents to detainees in the AMC. 

Because of the virtual impossibility of maintaining social distancing within the AMC, which 

is seriously over-crowded, the consequences of the virus being introduced into the prison 

would be potentially catastrophic. 

Julie believes, therefore, that the Government should immediately release low risk          

detainees who test negative for the virus, on either bail or parole depending on their status 

as either remandees or sentenced prisoners. 

The prospect of detainees in the AMC becoming infected with COVID-19 represents a far 

greater threat to society than would the release of low risk and short term prisoners into 

the community until the crisis has passed. 

 

 

 

‘Julie believes, 

therefore, 

that the 

Government 

should 

immediately 

release low 

risk          

detainees 

who test 

negative for 

the virus...’ 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

Distributional Impact of Response to 

COVID-19 Must be Considered 

Fact: For up to date information on the Coronavirus please go to                                                                             

https://health.act.gov.au/about-our-health-system/novel-coronavirus-covid-19  
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‘Corrections is in Damage Control Mode 

Over a Racist Incident Inside Canberra's 

Human Right Prison’ 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Canberra Times, 12 March 2020, Peter Brewer 

Aboriginal rights advocates have strongly condemned ACT Corrective Services for attempting 

to minimise a racist attack by prison staff on an Indigenous prisoner in Canberra's human 

rights jail. 

The racist attack was in the form of a game of "hangman" played on a whiteboard by prison 

staff within a staff-only area of the Alexander Maconochie Centre and was the subject of an 

ACT Administrative and Civil Tribunal hearing and outcome. 

The drawing is from 2018 and contained the letters in the name of a detainee with a mental 

disability held at the prison. A close friend of that prisoner is a client of the Dhurrawang   

Aboriginal Human Rights program. 

It comes at a time when the ACT has the nation's highest recidivism rate of its Indigenous 

prisoners.  

The image depicts an Aboriginal man hanging while a boat sails past with the words SERT 

inscribed on it. 

SERT is understood to be an acronym for the jail's Special Emergency Response Team,      

although this is disputed by ACT Correction. The people on the boat appear to be                

celebrating. 

‘The image 

depicts an 

Aboriginal 

man hanging 

while a boat 

sails past 

with the 

words SERT 

inscribed on 

it.’  

 

 

 

 

 

  

A game of "hangman" played on a whiteboard by prison staff. Picture: Supplied 
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‘Corrections is in Damage Control Mode Over a 

Racist Incident Inside Canberra's Human       

Right Prison’ (cont’d) 
The Minister for Corrective Services, Shane Rattenbury, said that he was         

personally appalled by the incident and described it as "deeply regrettable and 

frankly offensive". 

Canberra Community Law has publicly released the image as it says the "full  

story regarding the image in question was not released and the Commissioner 

[of Corrective Services] statement fails to provide either the appropriate context 

nor an accurate description of the image". 

"The man depicted hanging in the image is an Aboriginal man who has a         

disability," the executive director of Canberra Community Law Genevieve Bolton 

said in a statement. "That man is close to our client but remains unaware of the 

image," the statement read. 

"Our client knows well that man's disabilities and his difficult life story and feels 

highly protective of him." 

The man heard about the "hangman" and said he had heard "the guards     

laughing and joking about the disgusting image". 

"The realisation that people entrusted with our care think and behave in this way is frightening," he said. 

The man received what is described as a "robust apology" but a solicitor with Canberra Community Law, Naomi 

Gould, said the rush by the department to issue a statement on Wednesday came across as its attempt at     

damage control. 

"We were surprised at how quickly Corrections issued their statement and concerned at how little detail it     

contained," Ms Gould said. "This was damage control. They wanted to publicly manage this outcome." 

She said that the victim of the racist attack by prison staff remained unaware of the incident but there is deep 

concern for his mental health if and when he finds out. 

"He is not a well man," she said. 

On Wednesday, the Commissioner of ACT Corrections, Jon Peach, described the image as "abhorrent". 

"There is nothing to suggest this is no more than the action of one individual at the AMC," Mr Peach said. 

"The majority of my staff come in and do a very difficult job every day. We have been working extremely hard to 

address the over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders within the prison and we continue to 

do so." 

ACT Corrective Services executive 

director Jon Peach.                  

Picture: Sitthixay Ditthavong 
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The ABC’s Australian Story on 2 March featured Marlion Pickett, an Aboriginal man         

originally from Western Australia, who was the crowd favourite and one of the stars of the 

Richmond Tigers crushing win over the GWS Giants in last year’s AFL grand final. The grand 

final was Marlion’s first game in the AFL, which he celebrated with an outstanding display 

of football genius capped off with a goal.  

Australian Story delved into Marlion’s life prior to being signed up by the Tigers and it is 

unsurprisingly and sadly a story typical of so many Aboriginal men and women across     

Australia including in Canberra. 

Marlion had early contact with the criminal justice system and spent time in juvenile       

detention as a 15 year old before graduating as a young man to an adult prison where he 

served a sentence of two and a half years. In the interim he met his partner, Jessica and had 

the first of his four children. 

Where Marlion’s story deviates from that of so many other young Aboriginal men and 

women with a criminal record is that he has not reoffended and returned to prison. In the 

ACT, for example the recidivism rate of Aboriginal people currently incarcerated in the AMC 

is a staggering, Australian highest, 90%.  

The catalyst for Marlion’s rehabilitation and ultimate redemption was football, a game he 

first played in a serious and structured way when the prison in which he was incarcerated 

at Wooroloo in Western Australia encouraged detainees to play in the local football      

competition. It was here that Marlion’s outstanding talent was first nurtured and             

recognised and the rest, as they say in the classics, is history. 

While not everyone is born with the natural talent and genius that Marlion has been 

blessed with the point is that but for the opportunity granted to him by prison authorities 

to develop those skills and to gain the confidence and self-respect which flowed from the 

opportunity while a prisoner, to play football, it can be assumed his life would not have  

taken the turn in the path that it has. 

Which brings us to the AMC. Dare if you will to stop for a moment and, knowing what you 

know, reflect on whether you think it possible that if Marlion Pickett had been incarcerated 

in the AMC and not a prison in Western Australia, that he would have ever played in an AFL 

grand-final. 

 

 

 

‘Where 
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Path to Redemption Began in Prison 

Marlion Pickett 

 

Photo Source:              

Perthnow.com.au 
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A big congratulations to Gugan Gulwan for their work with ‘Functional Family Therapy’, they have                   

certainly been ‘kicking goals’! 

 

Functional Family Therapy 
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Functional Family Therapy (cont’d) 
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Functional Family Therapy (cont’d) 
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What do you do on the weekends?    

Long walks with my dogs, dinner with 

friends, camping at the coast.   

 

What is your favourite food?                        

Authentic Indian foods.                   

 

What do you like most about working at 

Winnunga?                                                 

The holistic approach to care.                                        

                                                                                                

My favourite pet?                                     

My Labrador Maya.                             

                                                                          

What is your pet hate?                            

Dishonesty.                           

                                              

                    

                    

                    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Name:  Michele Clarke  

 

Position: Practice Nurse Manager  

 

Where are you from?                             

Somerset, England.                                                      

                                                                                                                                                                                 

Who is your favourite singer/band?    

Meatloaf. 

 

What is your favourite song?              

Dancing in the moonlight by Toploader.                
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