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I was interested to see a recent news article highlighting what 

was described as a ‘surge’ in the Aboriginal incarceration rate in 

Victoria. The report was based on data released by the Victorian 

Sentencing Advisory Council which showed the imprisonment 

rate for Aboriginal peoples had doubled in the decade between 

2009 and 2019. 

The ‘surge’ in the Victorian Indigenous incarceration rate led 

the CEO of the Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service, Nerita Waight 

to call for a complete overhaul of the way in which Aboriginal 

peoples are dealt with by the courts. 

She was reported as saying that the doubling of the incarceration 

rate over the last ten years was ‘a grim figure to come to terms 

with. Particularly against the backdrop of such widespread support across Australia for 

the Black Lives Matter movement.’ 

Ms Waight was joined in her expression of concern by Criminology lecturer at the      

University of Western Sydney and Yorta Yorta woman Robyn Oxley who said it was 

‘heartbreaking’ to see so little progress on Indigenous incarceration after so much talk. 

Ms Oxley said she despaired and ‘sometimes wondered how much fight have you got 

left in you having to deal continually with the same s*** but in a different bucket.’ 

And what was the increase in Aboriginal imprisonment in Victoria over the decade that 

resulted in such despair and outrage? It was 50%, which is roughly the average across all 

Australian jurisdictions. 

In the ACT, over the same timeframe, the increase in Aboriginal imprisonment was more 

than five times higher than in Victoria and the rest of Australia, at a staggering 279%. 

I certainly understand the despair expressed by Nerita and Robyn and the feeling that 

no matter how appalling the data in relation to the disadvantage and discrimination 

suffered by Aboriginal peoples across Australia but most particularly here in Canberra, 

that either no one is listening or perhaps even worse, no one really cares. If they do 

care, then most especially mainstream community sector organisations have been   

cowered into silence. 

However I do care and I will not rest until an ACT Government acts with determination 

and honesty to respond to the catastrophic rates of contact which the local Aboriginal 

community has with the justice system and the resultant rates of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander incarceration in Canberra. 
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In this vein I have in the last week written to ACT Attorney-General, Mr Gordon Ramsey, 

and asked him to initiate a wide ranging and independent inquiry into the effectiveness of 

the criminal justice system as a whole, with the aim of identifying why in their contact with 

members of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community the different arms of that 

system have not been able to stem the ever increasing over-representation of Aboriginal 

peoples living in Canberra from being imprisoned. 

I have asked the Attorney-General to focus the inquiry on the police, courts, throughcare, 

community corrections and parole, and the management of the AMC. 

The rate of increase in Aboriginal incarceration in the ACT, which is five times higher than in 

the rest of Australia, is not just a stain on Canberra’s reputation but clearly reflects a justice 

system which has failed and continues to fail the Aboriginal community. 

The tragic accidental death of Ms Sue Salthouse, a tireless advocate for people with disabili-

ties represents a great loss to Canberra and people living with a disability. 

Julie Tongs, Winnunga AHCS CEO expressed her condolences to Sue’s family, to her friends 

and all of those within the community for whom she advocated and supported. 

Julie said that Sue was a tireless and fearless advocate for people living with disadvantage 

and her advocacy had resulted in material changes to the range and quality of services and 

support available to thousands of Canberrans. Julie said that Sue will be very much missed. 

Julie Tongs, Winnunga AHCS CEO has welcomed the appointment of Dr Devin Bowles as 

CEO of the ACT Alcohol, Tobacco and Other Drugs Association. Julie said she looked forward 

to working with Dr Bowles to ensure the long neglected needs of Canberra’s Aboriginal 

community for culturally appropriate and effective drug and alcohol services are finally 

met. 

Julie said in particular ATODA had an important role to play in assuring that the failure of 

the ACT Government to honour commitments made by it over the last 15 years to establish 

an Indigenous specific drug and alcohol residential rehabilitation facility is highlighted and 

reversed. 

The connection between substance use and the grossly disproportionate rates of Aboriginal 

incarceration are indisputable. Julie said it was no coincidence the ACT is the jurisdiction in 

Australia that locks up more Aboriginal men and women than any other jurisdiction in    

Australia and that it is the only jurisdiction in Australia which does not have an Indigenous 

specific drug and alcohol residential rehabilitation facility. 

Julie said she would be asking Dr Bowles to break the silence of the Canberra mainstream 

community sector on the need for culturally appropriate and Aboriginal community        

controlled drug and alcohol services for the local Aboriginal community. 
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Winnunga AHCS recently received a flyer from Peak Care Queensland advertising a       

workshop titled:  Human Rights Act in Action: Impact of Changes to the Child Protection Act 

Peak Care has partnered with the Queensland Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Child 

Protection Peak and the Queensland Council of Social Services to explore how the Human 

Rights Act impacts on Child Protection. 

Julie Tongs said, on receiving the flyer her first thought was how wonderful it would be to 

have a similarly themed workshop in Canberra, but she realised immediately that it would 

not be possible because not only is there not an ACT Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Child Protection Peak but there isn’t even an ACT Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander   

community controlled organisation involved in a meaningful way with the care and         

protection of Aboriginal children in the ACT. 

The ACT Government has not only persisted in excluding Aboriginal community controlled 

involvement in a Step Up For our Kids but hasn’t yet formally adopted the Aboriginal Child 

Placement principles or the recommendations of the Our Booris, Our Way review. 

Which, having regard to the fact that the ACT has the second highest rate of removal of 

Aboriginal children from their families and in out-of-home care in Australia, and has held 

that shameful record for years, raises the question of why it continues to turn a blind eye to 

the needs of Aboriginal children in Canberra. 

As for the prospect of a workshop involving an ACT Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Child Protection Peak, Julie Tongs says she will keep dreaming. 

Uncle Johnny Huckle (pictured right) surprised everyone at the 

Winnunga AHCS reception waiting area on 7 July 2020, by  

playing a few songs, including of course the famous ‘Wombat 

Wobble’. Thank you for brightening up our day Uncle Johnny! 

Uncle Johnny Huckle, a Wiradjuri Elder was raised on an       

Aboriginal reserve 2kms from Condobolin. He began busking at 

the age of four, singing around the campfire for his uncle 

Ronald Sloane and was encouraged to sing at Sunday school by 

a cousin, Colleen Faye Sloane. He was ran over by a car at the 

age of ten and lived a childhood of torment and glares.         

Inspired to take up music after an Easter music concert at Dungeon Christian based “muso 

space” he bought his first guitar in 1972 for $39 and his first copy of the Rolling Stone    

magazine which contained guitar chords on the back of it where Johnny taught himself to 

play guitar. His first album was produced in 1986 in Dubbo. Famously known for his         

children’s dance song the Wombat Wobble he has performed across Australia and travelled 

to Europe, Africa and Vietnam entertaining thousands.  
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Greens MLA, Ms Caroline Le Couteur has asked a number of 

searching questions of the Minister for Children, Ms Rachel 

Stephen-Smith about the impact which the COVID 19         

pandemic has had on the operations of Child Protection and 

Youth Protection Services. 

Among the many issues Ms Le Couteur raised, she asked for 

advice on the number of children taken into care in the six 

months up to the end of May 2020, by Aboriginality. 

It is concerning that of the 53 children taken into care in that 

period that 18 (or 34%) were Aboriginal. Aboriginal peoples 

constitute only 1.7% of the Canberra population. 

It would be interesting to know whether this lever of disparity 

in the numbers of Aboriginal children being taken into care is 

consistent with the previous six months and if not whether 

there is a correlation between the disproportionate rate of removal of Aboriginal children 

and their access to support during the pandemic. 

The Minister has responded to questions from Ms Le Couteur about the implementation of 

the Aboriginal Child Placement Principle and provides assurance that the Principle is being 

applied.  

Winnunga AHCS welcomes the apparent commitment by the 

ACT Government to the adoption of the Aboriginal Child  

Placement Principle but continues to question how it can ever 

be fully and                   

appropriately                

implemented while ever 

a genuine and recognised 

Aboriginal Community 

Controlled Organisation is 

not involved in             

decision-making affecting 

an Aboriginal child taken 

into care. 

The Minister has         

committed to the tabling of the Government’s         

response to the Our Booris, Our Way review by the 

end of July. 

 

 

 

‘...Ms Le 

Couteur… 

asked for 

advice on the 

number of 

children taken 

into care in 

the six 

months up to 

the end of 

May 2020, by 

Aboriginality.’ 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

Fact: Indigenous Australians have been on the land since the beginning. The earliest scientific evidence of     

Indigenous occupation dates back over 65,000 years. (source: www.nma.gov.au) 

Child Protection and COVID 19 

Greens MLA, Ms Caroline          

Le Couteur  

Minister for Children,            

Ms Rachel Stephen-Smith  
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Cuts to Health Funding Lead to Rationing of 

Health Services  
The latest data from the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) confirms what has been the case 

for much of the last decade, namely that patients in Canberra on the public hospital elective surgery waiting 

list, wait far longer for their surgery than anywhere else in Australia. 

Across Australia during the period 2014-15 to 2018-19 the proportion of people in the ACT who waited more 

than 365 days for surgery was 3 to 4 times higher than the average of all other jurisdictions. To take just one 

example, the number of Canberra women who waited longer than 365 days for gynaecological surgery was 

proportionately 425% of the Australian average. One of the less observed outcomes of the rationing of 

health services as occurs in the ACT, is that it inevitably leads to distributional inequities for people who are 

marginalised, poor or otherwise disadvantaged. 

In this regard it is notable that recent data released on wait times in the emergency departments at         

Canberra’s public hospitals shows that Aboriginal patients in emergency departments, in the same triage 

category wait longer than non-Aboriginal patients. 

In similar vein the most recent data from the AIHW reveals, as illustrated in the chart below, that when wait 

times for elective surgery in public hospitals in Canberra are disaggregated by Indigenous status, that        

Aboriginal peoples wait proportionately much longer than non-Aboriginal people and in fact far longer than 

Aboriginal peoples anywhere in Australia  

Waiting time statistics for admissions from waiting lists for elective surgery,                                                                                  

by Indigenous status, States and territories 2018-2019 
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NSW VIC QLD WA SA TAS ACT NT Total 

Indigenous 2.0% 1.4% 1.4% 3.3% 1.6% 8.5% 11.5% 3.1% 2.4% 

Other Australians 1.9% 1.2% 1.3% 3.0% 3.1% 8.8% 7.1% 1.0% 2.1% 
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Winnunga AHCS has delivered a respiratory 

clinic since March 2020. With                    

Commonwealth and ACT Government      

support we continue to provide this service, 

including for COVID-19 testing.  

All existing Winnunga AHCS clients as well as 

new Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 

clients are welcome to come and get tested 

for COVID-19.  

Michele (Winnunga AHCS Practice Nurse 

Manager) informed ‘There usually is a very 

short wait time (if at all) for clients needing 

to get tested at present, and results are 

mostly back within 24 hours.’ ‘If anyone is unsure of whether to come and get tested or 

would like to know more about the process, just give us a call on 6284 6222.’ 

With the new building works being carried out during the COVID-19 pandemic and         

Winnunga AHCS continuing to operate from the site, there have been some changes we 

have needed to make at certain times for accessing parts of the building.  

The main reception (as many of you will 

already know) has been moved to the back 

of the building. This entrance is for          

everyone who does not have flu like    

symptoms, has not come into contact with 

someone who has tested positive for  

COVID-19, or has recently returned to    

Canberra from Victoria or other COVID hot 

spots. The old front reception area is now 

where you need to come to for the          

respiratory clinic/COVID-19 testing.  

We will keep you posted on any further 

changes/updates via Winnunga AHCS 

Newsletters, our Website and through    

social media. 
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Fact: As at 23 July 2020, A total of 109 cases have recovered from COVID-19 in the ACT. There are no COVID-19 

patients in Canberra hospitals. The ACT has recorded three (3) deaths. The number of negative tests                    

in the ACT is now 45,294. 

Winnunga AHCS COVID-19 Clinic Update 

Left to right: Tyson (Medical Receptionist), Tam 

(Nurse) and Michele (Practice Nurse Manager) 

Left to right: Michele (Practice Nurse         

Manager, Tam (Nurse) and Tyson (Medical 

Receptionist) 
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Julie Tongs, Winnunga AHCS CEO has 

added her voice to those demanding that     

Governments across Australia, including 

the ACT Government, legislate as a 

matter of urgency to ensure that children 

under the age of 14 never be imprisoned. 

Julie said that the massive                     

over-representation of Aboriginal        

peoples, including Aboriginal boys and 

girls, in touch with the criminal justice  

system and incarcerated in Australia meant that the question of the age of criminal         

responsibility, which is currently 10 in the ACT and all other jurisdictions in Australia, meant 

that this issue was particularly relevant to the Aboriginal community. 

That 65% of all children in Australia, under the age of 14, who are in detention are           

Aboriginal is an illustration of the extent to which the justice system has failed to recognise 

or respond to the circumstances of Aboriginal children who come into contact with the   

system. 

Julie Tongs cautioned that while raising the age of criminal responsibility was vitally         

important it needed to be done in conjunction with a commitment to enhance and focus on 

the provision of a full range and program of family support and specific support for at risk 

children. 

Raising the age of criminal responsibility will not, of itself, prevent Aboriginal children from 

engaging in offending behaviour or coming into contact with the police. It is fundamentally 

important that all of the underlying issues such as poverty, over-policing, education, family 

support, appropriate health care and support with schooling are addressed. 
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Fact:  Health experts, social workers, Indigenous leaders and legal experts all have overwhelming evidence of 

the harm prison does – the very last thing we want for kids. (Source: https://action.amnesty.org.au/) 

Prison, No Place For Children 

Photo: thestringer.com.au 

Photo: news.com.au 
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ABC News, 30 July 2020, by Tahlia Roy 

Girls on an Indigenous basketball team 

say they were left feeling "hurt and      

demoralised" after 12-year-olds on the 

opposing side allegedly uttered a racist 

slur during their game. 

The Winnunga Warriors, an Indigenous 

club based in Canberra, were playing in an 

under-14s basketball competition on      

Saturday, when children on the other team 

allegedly referred to some of the girls using 

an offensive term. 

Winnunga Warriors president and 2018 ACT Australian of the Year Dion Devow tweeted 

that the phrase used against the girls had "broken his heart". "Racism never seems to end! 

Players on my daughter's basketball team were called Coons yesterday on their first game 

back. Have we not learnt anything of late?" 

Mr Devow said the incident had rattled the girls as it was entirely at odds with the culture 

of their club. 

"Winnunga Warriors is all about embracing, celebrating and promoting reconciliation using 

basketball as a vehicle to do that," Mr Devow said. "Words that are really racist…have an 

effect on our kids, on our players, and on our families. We have to really make a stand." 

The father said it was particularly awful that the hateful language came from other             

12-year-olds. "They are children and it is just sad that these kids are picking up these cues 

and this type of behaviour and language and then they're mimicking that and using that," 

he said. 

"This isn't on and we will address it every time it comes up, and hopefully, it will lessen in 

time. 

"Racism will not be tolerated." 
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Fact: Racism - The inability or refusal to recognize the rights, needs, dignity, or value of people of particular   

races or geographical origins. More widely, the devaluation of various traits of character or intelligence as 

'typical' of particular peoples.  

(source: www.oxfordreference.com) 

Basketball ACT Investigating Racist Slur 

Allegedly Made to 12-Year-Old Girls    

During Canberra Game  

Winnunga Warriors player Sienna Devow, 12, 

says girls on her basketball team were called a 

racist name. (ABC News:Tahlia Roy) 
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Jane Diedricks said she was watching her daughter 

Catherine from the sidelines on the weekend when 

she observed the commotion. 

"The girls came off looking a bit stunned and            

surprised, and it's happened on other occasions as 

well, where they've come off the court and said, 'Look 

some really weird words were said to us Mum and we 

don't understand what some of them mean” Ms    

Diedricks said.   

Ms Diedricks said her daughter told her that hearing 

the racist insults made her feel "uncomfortable and 

really overwhelmed". "It definitely hurt the players and it also hurt me," she said. "It made 

me pretty upset and angry." 

Catherine's teammate Sienna said it had left the Warriors anxious about returning to the 

court in future. "I think that everyone might be a little nervous to play the next games    

because we don't know if it will happen again," she said. 

Mr Devow and Ms Diedricks have complained to Basketball ACT. "We would like an apology 

[from the opposition team] to our players and some ramifications that show the association 

[Basketball ACT] is serious about putting a stop to this type of racism," Mr Devow said.   

In a statement, Basketball ACT chief executive officer 

David Simpson said he was investigating the        

complaint. "Basketball ACT has been in close contact 

with both of the clubs involved and we will continue 

to work closely with them as we work through the 

investigation process," Mr Simpson said.  

But both Mr Devow and Ms Diedricks said despite 

the incident, the girls on the team loved the game 

and had a support network in each other. "It's just 

super fun," Catherine said, while laughing with     

Sienna. "My team, they're pretty easy going and I 

always have a good laugh with them. Even if you fall 

down straight on your face, you always laugh about 

it." 
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Basketball ACT Investigating Racist Slur 

Allegedly Made to 12-Year-Old Girls    

During Canberra Game (cont’d) 

Winnunga Warriors president Dion 

Devow and Jane Diedricks have reported 

the incident to Basketball ACT. (ABC 

News: Tahlia Roy) 

Sienna Devow and Catherine Diedricks, 

both 12, say the incident won't stop them 

from playing the game they love. (ABC 

News: Tahlia Roy) 
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Work has continued on the new building and we are pleased to report the progress remains on track and on 

budget. Here are some of the latest photos. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Winnunga AHCS New Building Progress  

Community Studio Level 1, Social Health Team workspace/dental 

Reception and atrium Ground floor, primary health 

Level 1, Social Health Team workspace/dental Roof 
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What do you do on the weekends?      

Spend time with my family and go to the 

gym.                       

 

What is your favourite food?                     

Pasta.                               

 

What do you like most about working at        

Winnunga?                                                

Learning about Indigenous culture and 

working with great work colleagues day to 

day.                                                              

 

My favourite pet?                                               

I don’t have pets. I do like dogs.                                    

 

 

What is your pet hate?                                 

Dishonesty and arrogance.                                             

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Name: Kristijan Buljat  

 

Position: IT Support  

 

Where are you from?                                     

I was born in Croatia in the capital city  

Zagreb.                                                 

                                                                                                                                                                         

Who is your favourite singer/band?    

ACDC.                   

 

What is your favourite song?              

Thunderstruck.                       

 

 

 Staff Profile 

We’re on the web! 

winnunga.org.au 


