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Why the Australia Institute Supports the Voice to 

Parliament 

 
The Australia Institute is a longstanding supporter of a constitutionally enshrined Voice, as 
articulated in the Uluru Statement from the Heart. 
 
Research is the cornerstone of the Australia Institute’s work. There is a significant body of 
research—led by First Nations people—about the Voice to Parliament,i where it came from,ii 
how it is likely to work,iii,iv,v and how it would help solve the chronic gaps between outcomes 
for Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians,vi and to this substantial body of work we 
simply want to add our support. 
 
The Voice will deliver on the call made in the Uluru Statement from the Heart. It will enrich 
our democracy and help make Australia a more just nation.  
 
The need for the Voice to be constitutionally enshrined 
We recognize the need for the Voice to be constitutionally enshrined (and not merely 
legislated) because every federal government body ever established to represent the 
interests of First Nations Australians has been abolished.vii The most recent example is the 
abolition of ATSIC, which was legislated out of existence in 2005. Nearly 20 years have 
passed without a viable replacement, and Indigenous disadvantage has only worsened. 
Reconciliation depends on listening to the voices of Frist Nations people, and the channels of 
communication must not be so easily severed. One noteworthy exception to this pattern is 
the Torres Strait Regional Authority, which has effectively represented the interests of Torres 
Strait Islanders since it was established in the 1990s.viii 
 
Closing the Gap 
The increasing gap in developmental outcomes between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Australians points to one fundamental truth: First Nations peoples must have a greater say in 
the decisions that affect them.  
The Closing the Gap targets, which were established in 2008, are a sorry measure of how 
Indigenous disadvantage has worsened. The 2019 annual report on the targets found that 
only two were on track to be met.ix This led to vociferous calls for the greater involvement of 
First Nations leaders,x and a fundamental ‘refresh’ that saw First Nations Australians given a 
real say in Closing the Gap targets for the first time.xi,xii Two years later, faint signs of an 
improvementxiii have led to calls for more radical reform in the way governments work with 
First Nations people.xiv  The Productivity Commission has shown that unless First Nations 
people are directly involved in the design, implementation and evaluation of the policies and 
programs that affect them, billions of dollars will continued to be wasted.xv,xvi 
First Nations people must also have a greater say in the kinds of policies that led to the 
destruction of Juukan Gorge, and which are currently threatening the petroglyphs at 
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Murujuga on Western Australia’s Burrup peninsula (where the Perdaman urea plant is being 
built). The 2021 Parliamentary Inquiry into the destruction of Juukan Gorge found that First 
Nations people must be involved in the reform of the laws that should be protecting 
Australia’s cultural heritage.xvii This is exactly the kind of thing the Voice could do.  
 
Meaningful Recognition 
The Voice will help Australia meet its obligations under the United Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous People,xviii and bring our nation into line with our international 
peers. In Norway, Sweden and Finland, Sami parliaments provide Indigenous people with a 
voice in decision-making that affects their communities.xix In Canada, constitutional 
recognition of “aboriginal and treaty rights”xx has led to the establishment of 25 Indigenous 
self-government agreements.xxi New Caledonia has a Customary Senate that represents the 
indigenous Kanak people and which, “must be consulted by the territorial authorities on 
issues relating to Kanak identity, particularly in matters of customary civil status, and 
customary lands.”xxii In the United States of America, federal law protects the rights of 
certain Indigenous peoples to be consulted about programs and policies that affect them.xxiii 
The parliaments of Indiaxxiv and New Zealandxxv reserve seats for Indigenous people. New 
Zealand also has the Waitangi Tribunal, a permanent commission of inquiry on issues 
affecting Māori people.xxvi  
Clearly Australia has some catching up to do, but our states and territories are already 
leading the way. The ACT,xxvii South Australiaxxviii and Victoriaxxix all have bodies designed to 
represent the interests of First Nations people to state government which are similar to the 
proposed federal Voice.  
Western Australia’s South West Native Title Settlementxxx has been described as Australia’s 
first treaty,xxxi but it is unlikely to be the last. Queensland,xxxii the Northern Territoryxxxiii and 
Victoriaxxxiv have all made steps towards state-based treaties with First Nations people.  
 
The Australia Institute has been supporting the campaign for a constitutionally enshrined 
Voice. Our National Integrity Committee of former judges penned an open letter urging 
support for the Voice. They argued that:  
“…it will both enrich our democracy and increase the likelihood of governments making 
correct decisions about matters that affect Indigenous peoples. It will also, and very 
importantly, give Indigenous Australians their due recognition in our Constitution as this 
nation’s first peoples.” 
 
We have also had the honour of hosting Megan Davis and Pat Anderson AO – the Co-Chairs 
of the Uluru Dialogue Professor and co-recipients of the 2021-22 Sydney Peace Prize – who 
participated in our webinar series. Other Indigenous leaders fighting for better health and 
justice outcomes have also participated. This has included health professionals from 
Aboriginal-controlled community health organisations (ACCHOs) – whose response to the 
pandemic was the ‘best in the world’ according to epidemiologist and former Australian of 
the Year Professor Fiona Stanley – and experts from Change the Record, Australia's only 
national Aboriginal-led justice coalition of legal, health and family violence prevention 
experts. Change the Record aims to end the over-representation of Aboriginal Australians in 
the justice system, including deaths in custody, and to get children as young as ten years old 
out of prison by raising the age of criminal responsibility.   
 

https://australiainstitute.org.au/post/leading-judges-support-the-voice/
https://australiainstitute.org.au/event/uluru-statement-from-the-heart-sydney-peace-prize-winner-2/
https://australiainstitute.org.au/event/uluru-statement-from-the-heart-sydney-peace-prize-winner-2/
https://australiainstitute.org.au/event/the-success-of-the-aboriginal-led-health-response/
https://australiainstitute.org.au/event/raising-the-age-getting-children-out-of-prison/
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In the course of this journey, we have been reminded that Australia cannot keep doing the 
same things and expect a different result. Whether the issue is health, heritage, or the over-
incarceration of Indigenous people, it is clear that when Aboriginal people and communities 
have a Voice, things get better. But the more fundamental reason that the Australia Institute 
supports a constitutionally enshrined Voice is because that is what First Nations Australians 
have asked for.  
 
Authorised by Ebony Bennett, The Australia Institute, Level 1 Endeavour House, 1 Franklin St, 
Manuka ACT 2603. 

 
i The Uluru Statement (2023) Resources, https://ulurustatement.org/education/resources/ 
ii The Uluru Statement (2023) The journey so far, https://ulurustatement.org/the-statement/history/ 
iii National Indigenous Australians Agency (2023) Indigenous Voice co-design process final report, 
https://voice.gov.au/resources/indigenous-voice-co-design-process-final-report 
iv The Uluru Statement (2023) Design principles, https://ulurustatement.org/education/design-principles/ 
v Australian Government (2023) Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Voice, https://voice.gov.au/ 
vi Coalition of Peaks (2023) A Voice to parliament, https://www.coalitionofpeaks.org.au/a-voice-to-parliament 
vii Parliament of Australia (2023) Former Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australian Government 
representative and advisory bodies: a quick guide, 
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp22
23/Quick_Guides/FormerAboriginalandTorresStraightIslanderRepresentativeBodies#_Toc137814811 
viii Australian Government Torres Strait Regional Authority (undated) https://www.tsra.gov.au/ 
ix Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (2019) Closing the gap report 2019, 
https://www.niaa.gov.au/sites/default/files/reports/closing-the-gap-2019/sites/default/files/ctg-report-
20193872.pdf 
x Oscar and Little (2019) ‘Put decisions in our hands: closing the gap requires Indigenous involvement’, The 
Guardian, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/mar/21/put-decisions-in-our-hands-closing-
the-gap-requires-indigenous-involvement 
xi Closing the Gap (2020) National agreement on closing the gap, https://www.closingthegap.gov.au/national-
agreement/national-agreement-closing-the-gap 
xii Australian Government (2020) Closing the gap report 2020: Prime Minister’s foreword, 
https://ctgreport.niaa.gov.au/pm-foreword 
xiii Productivity Commission (2023) Closing the gap: Annual data compilation report July 2023, 
https://www.pc.gov.au/closing-the-gap-data/annual-data-report/report 
xiv Brennan (2023) ‘The gap won’t close without fundamental change’, Financial Review, 
https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/the-gap-won-t-close-without-fundamental-change-20230724-p5dqpw 
xv Productivity Commission (2020) Indigenous Evaluation Strategy, 
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/indigenous-evaluation 
xvi Allam (2020) ‘Australian government knows 'very little' about whether money spent on Aboriginal programs 
works’, The Guardian, https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/oct/30/australian-government-
knows-very-little-about-whether-money-spent-on-aboriginal-programs-works 
xvii Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia (2021) A way forward, 
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/committees/reportjnt/024757/toc_pdf/AWayForward.pdf;fileTy
pe=application%2Fpdf 
xviii United Nations (2007) United Nations declaration on the rights of indigenous peoples,  
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/wp-
content/uploads/sites/19/2018/11/UNDRIP_E_web.pdf; See also Australian Human Rights Commission 
(undated) Indigenous rights & the Voice, https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-
islander-social-justice/indigenous-rights-voice 
xix The Australia Institute (2021) The Sami Parliaments, 
https://www.nordicpolicycentre.org.au/sami_parliaments 
xx The University of British Columbia First Nations and Indigenous Studies (2009) Constitution Act, 1982 Section 
35, https://indigenousfoundations.arts.ubc.ca/constitution_act_1982_section_35/ 
xxi Government of Canada (undated) Self-government agreements, https://www.rcaanc-
cirnac.gc.ca/eng/1100100032275/1529354547314#chp3 

https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/indigenous-evaluation
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/oct/30/australian-government-knows-very-little-about-whether-money-spent-on-aboriginal-programs-works
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/oct/30/australian-government-knows-very-little-about-whether-money-spent-on-aboriginal-programs-works
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/wp-content/uploads/sites/19/2018/11/UNDRIP_E_web.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/wp-content/uploads/sites/19/2018/11/UNDRIP_E_web.pdf


4 
 

 
xxii Wadrawane et al (2023) 'New Caledonia has had an indigenous body advise government since 1999. What 
can Australia learn?’, The Conversation, https://theconversation.com/new-caledonia-has-had-an-indigenous-
body-advise-government-since-1999-what-can-australia-learn-204906 
xxiii Office of the Law Revision Counsel United States Code (undated) Chapter 46 – Indian self-determination and 
education assistance, https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?path=/prelim@title25/chapter46&edition=prelim; 
Office of the Law Revision Counsel United States Code (undated) Subchapter IX – tribal self-governance – 
Department of the Interior 
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?path=/prelim@title25/chapter46/subchapter4&edition=prelim 
xxiv Constitution of India (India), Part XVI, arts.330, 332, https://www.constitutionofindia.net/articles/article-
330-reservation-of-seats-for-scheduled-castes-and-scheduled-tribes-in-the-house-of-the-people/ 
xxv The University of Auckland (undated) Early New Zealand Statutes: Māori Representation Act 1867, 
http://www.enzs.auckland.ac.nz/document.php?wid=810&action=null 
xxvi New Zealand Ministry of Justice (2023) Waitangi Tribunal, https://www.waitangitribunal.govt.nz/  
xxvii ACT Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Elected Body (ATSIEB) (2023) https://atsieb.com.au/ 
xxviii Government of South Australia Attorney-General’s Department (2022) South Australia is implementing its 
First Nations Voice to parliament, https://www.agd.sa.gov.au/first-nations-voice 
xxix First Peoples’ Assembly of Victoria (2022) https://www.firstpeoplesvic.org/ 
xxx Government of Western Australia (2023) South West Native Title Settlement, 
https://www.wa.gov.au/organisation/department-of-the-premier-and-cabinet/south-west-native-title-
settlement 
xxxi Hobbs and Williams (2018) ‘The Noongar Settlement: Australia’s first treaty’, Sydney Law Review, 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/56cac409d51cd4381775480d/t/5b10e012758d46284f9ac724/1527832
598645/The+Noongar+Settlement-+First+Australian+Treaty.pdf 
xxxii Queensland Government Department of Treaty, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Partnerships, 
Communities and the Arts (2023) Path to treaty, https://www.dsdsatsip.qld.gov.au/our-work/aboriginal-torres-
strait-islander-partnerships/reconciliation-tracks-treaty/tracks-treaty/path-treaty 
xxxiii Northern Territory Government Office of Aboriginal Affairs (2023) Treaty, 
https://aboriginalaffairs.nt.gov.au/our-priorities/treaty 
xxxiv First Peoples Assembly of Victoria (2022) This is treaty, https://www.firstpeoplesvic.org/treaty/ 

https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?path=/prelim@title25/chapter46&edition=prelim
https://atsieb.com.au/

