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Summary of Outcomes 
Koorie people involved in this research have told us that they want to: 

● preserve and use all forms of Koorie knowledge, 
● challenge and limit the ongoing potency which archives carry in the lives of many 

Koorie people, 
● recover from archives knowledge which is relevant to understanding their identities, 

cultures and experiences. 

This report identifies seven research outcomes which support the above aspirations. We 
have called the first two of these foundations, as they are a platform for much of what follows 
and highlight the need for a transformation of Australian society’s evidence and memory 
frameworks. The next three outcomes apply these foundational principles to three 
challenges which emerged from the research as key archival needs of Koorie communities. 
The final two outcomes reflect on this project as an encounter between Indigenous and 
Western knowledge systems and consider the implications for communities, researchers and 
educators. 

The following pages summarise these seven outcomes and identify the directions and 
actions which Koorie communities, the archives sector and other parties should pursue 
towards implementation. 

Outcome 1: Koorie knowledge 

All sources of Koorie knowledge - stories shared within families, audio-recorded histories, 
government and other organisational records - are highly valued by Koorie people wanting to 
understand their identity and history. We need to take on board a conceptualisation of Koorie 
knowledge which: 

● overcomes the preferencing of Western expressions of memory and evidence over 
Koorie ones. 

● recognises and supports the interplay between different sources of Koorie 
knowledge, in particular, that knowledge can be recovered from archival sources and 
reincorporated into oral memory. 

Outcome 2: Koorie rights 

Koorie people are currently afforded few rights over that part of their knowledge which is in 
archival institutions. If we accept that archives contain Koorie knowledge, we need to find 
ways to give effect to Koorie rights over this knowledge. In doing so we should recognise the 
particular claims of Koorie people which arise from the part archival records have played in 
their dispossession and in the recovery of identity. 

Outcome 3: New approaches to rights and responsibilities in Koorie knowledge 

The current Australian legal framework presents a number of obstacles to the realisation of 
Koorie rights in archival records, as proposed in outcome 2. We consider how the archives 
community could use a participant model to realign its principles and practices to give effect 

 



to Koorie rights in archival records. Alongside these policy initiatives, there are also a 
number of legal strategies which could be pursued to give Koorie people greater rights over 
their knowledge. 

Outcome 4: A holistic, community-based approach to Koorie archives 

Koorie knowledge cannot be made to adhere to the usual institutional/sectoral boundaries of 
archival programs. Holistic, community-based approaches would bring together, physically 
or virtually, all archives of a community, regardless of their source or form, and would model 
community perspectives on the interconnectedness of Western and Indigenous knowledge 
traditions. 

Outcome 5: Setting the Record Straight 

Koorie people express a strong desire to challenge the contents of ‘official’ records by 
recording their own narratives and perspectives alongside them. International human rights 
principles and the experiences of other post-colonial, post-surveillance societies support this 
notion as an important means of acknowledging and limiting the ongoing potency of records 
which have been the tools and products of dispossession and control. A system for setting 
the record straight - a Koorie Annotation System - is proposed. 

Outcome 6: Researching together: rethinking the relationship between academia and 
Koorie communities 

University-based researchers need to overhaul research methods which position Indigenous 
(and other) communities as the subjects of research and to pursue a participatory model of 
community-based research. This outcome presents lessons learned from this project about 
the colonisation of Koorie knowledge and the entanglement of knowledge systems. The 
principles of community-based participatory action research require promotion among 
consumers of research. 

Outcome 7: Education and Training for Professional Practice and Scholarship 

Recordkeeping educators along with leading employers and professional associations, need 
to incorporate the new directions proposed in this report into foundational professional 
education and ongoing professional development.  

 



Introducing the Trust and Technology Project 
Participant 35, Stage 1 

"I know when I pass on the knowledge of the stories of my grandmother to children when I 
work in classes like high school classes, it makes me proud of my grandmother and it makes 
people understand what my grandmother went through. So all the shame my grandmother 
could have felt, I'm helping fix that so nobody else gets the shame. … It doesn't give Nan 
back anything but it doesn't take anything off Nan. But it makes it not happen again to any 
other person who's around. It makes people understand what has gone on." 

Participant 71, Stage 1 

"Once again all I can remember is in my early childhood being on the reservation visiting my 
grandmother's sister or auntie … I can remember playing but not a great deal. But it makes 
me think back and I feel sad. I feel sad because that's lost. I've really done a full one 
hundred per cent swing from growing up in a white society, my mother protecting us, and 
getting into [university] and from there I just did this full swing and came back round to the 
point where I am. I'm learning all the time and I'm still searching, although I feel comfortable 
in my skin now." 

Trust and Technology have its origins in a desire to build trust and understanding between 
the archives community and Koorie communities. It is based on a recognition that Koorie 
communities rely on sources of knowledge and methods of transmission that differ greatly 
from the knowledge frameworks of the wider community. The project’s goal has been to 
understand the implications for archives of this fundamental difference in knowledge 
systems and to enable the development of alternative systems and services which reflect the 
priorities of Koorie communities. 

The project was the vision of Jim Berg, Chief Executive Officer of the Koorie Heritage Trust 
from 1985 to 2003. In 2002 Mr Berg approached the Public Record Office Victoria and 
Monash University with the proposal for a research project which applied the perspectives of 
Koorie communities, recordkeeping practitioners and researchers to the challenge of 
developing trusted archival systems for Indigenous oral memory. This idea formed the basis 
of a successful Australian Research Council Linkage project: Trust and Technology: Building 
an archival system for Indigenous oral memory. Industry partners were the Public Record 
Office Victoria, the Koorie Heritage Trust Inc, the Australian Society of Archivists Indigenous 
Issues Special Interest Group and the Victorian Koorie Records Taskforce. Monash 
University was represented through the Caulfield School of Information Technology and the 
Centre for Australian Indigenous Studies. The project commenced in late 2003. 

The project’s aims, as expressed in the funding application to the Australian Research 
Council, were: 

● To explore what the emphasis of Indigenous people on oral memory implies for the 
provision of archival services to this group. 

● To examine how trust is engendered within Indigenous groups in terms of key issues 
such as authenticity, intellectual property and access to archives. 

 



● To investigate how well government and other archival services, as these are 
presently constituted, meet the needs of Indigenous people for access to oral 
memory by investigating current service models and institutional perspectives. 

● To model Indigenous community-oriented archival services. 
● To examine how archival techniques and information technology can be used to build 

trusted archival systems to support archival services that meet the needs of 
Indigenous people. 

● To build a prototype preservation and access system which will demonstrate how the 
needs of Indigenous communities might be met. 

Setting the scene: orality, text and trust 

Participant 15, Stage 1 

"Our ties are traditional to the land but we can't, in a lot of instances, say that we know the 
traditional stories associated with that land. But we know in our own hearts that those stories 
are there …" 

Participant 48, Stage 1 

"My grandmother was basically telling me things like where my grandfather came from, 
where she was born under an old oak tree on Moonaculla Mission. It still stands there to this 
day. It was a big thing for me to go there and say, "This is where my grandmother was born 
under this tree". I have a lot of pride. Anything to do with my family makes me proud to know 
they actually went through these hard times and dealt with these things that I've never 
known myself. It's a story I should be proud of and pass on to the next generation when I 
have children." 

Participant 10, Stage 1 

"But part of [name]'s storytelling is about the stolen generation and life on missions. So that's 
been important and is important because I found during the course of that research we were 
able to access a heap of files from the old Native Affairs Department in Perth which 
contradicted a lot of the oral history stories that [name] had gathered together from his 
family. And that leaves some serious question marks about who's telling the truth or which 
version you go with. And I guess because of my own background I tended to go with the oral 
history version." 

Storytelling lies at the heart of Koorie knowledge within communities. By storytelling, we are 
emphasising the sharing of narrative histories. Storytelling is the art of portraying in words, 
images and sounds what has happened in real or super-real events. This project recognises 
that there exists a basic human communication that comes from a fundamental desire, or 
even need, to tell each other what happened (secular and religious, real and imaginary) 
through the most expressive and immediate means possible: dramatic storytelling. 
Storytelling in our project is never juxtaposed against real history, rather it is accepted as a 
form of the latter. 

 



Stories are powerful. The courage of the telling, and the richness of the content, can move 
people and communities to rethink their identities, and the meanings and values they assign 
to their lives. Stories are a fundamental method used by marginalized groups around the 
world in their efforts to reclaim their history and culture and assert their place in the world. 
(Dale, 2002) 

Prior to invasion Koorie cultures were predominantly oral. Stories, and the protocols, places, 
roles and rituals which supported their transmission, were the foundation for maintaining 
relationships, conveying communities’ laws and codes of behaviour, teaching children. It is 
generally recognised, and clearly evident in this study, that despite the impact of colonisation 
and of efforts to extinguish Indigenous culture, Koorie people continue to express their 
knowledge and experiences orally to a significant extent. Furthermore, there is a substantial 
body of traditional Indigenous knowledge extant amongst contemporary Koorie people. This 
is in the context of a wider society whose systems for making and keeping laws, conveying 
information, understanding and transmitting its history, doing business of almost any kind 
depends on written documents; an environment in which the term ‘oral record’ is contentious 
or even contradictory. We note here that as this research has progressed we have found the 
dichotomy of oral versus textual increasingly problematic. We have grappled with the 
intersection of written history and oral memory - the way in which written sources are often 
based on orality and modern orality is itself saturated with writing. We note also that the 
World Wide Web has drawn Western society away from text-based communications. 
Nevertheless, fundamental differences between Western and Koorie frameworks of 
evidence and memory are at the heart of this project. 

Australian Indigenous narratives and archival discourse 

Participant 64, Stage 1 

"We used to have one person, actually my brother-in-law, used to call us in every night and 
sit us down and tell us stories that were handed on through his side. He'd only tell us half 
and we have to come back the next night to hear the rest. … That's the sort of thing he'd talk 
to us about, the bush, the dilligar was the one we had to worry about and not to go off into 
the bush and get lost, to know our ways and where to go. And we learnt that pretty good 
because we grew up in the bush and knew all the markings that we were taught. And even 
on the beaches, how to look at rocks in certain ways that the elders ahead of us would have 
left for us to follow. … Even with the water, we did have stories about the water but it wasn't 
frightening, it was just to say how we were part of that water. Like we used to walk right out 
on the sandbanks two or three miles out into the sea just on the sandbanks back in those 
days. So we weren't frightened because that's where we come from." 

Participant 32, Stage 1 

"By then… Koorie  College was happening. The world had changed and people were 
starting to tell stories where they didn't tell stories before. And then all these things came out, 
all the wealth of information. And yes, of course then people really started talking about their 
lives and we all started telling each other our stories." 

  

 



Participant 32, Stage 1 

"I got my file from the orphanage. The letters my grandmother had written. The letters people 
who used to take me out for the weekends had written to me. All those letters. Fortunately, I 
got them with the names on them about fifteen years ago from Ballarat and I knew who they 
all were. But when [my sister] got them everything's crossed out. I know that I used to go to a 
Reverend and his wife. Why didn't they put me there?" 

Participant 45, Stage 1 

"An integral part of Aboriginal culture is stories, is your language. I can remember my 
great-grandmother telling me stories about not being allowed to speak the language. Hiding 
under the kitchen table on the mission with hessian bags around, so the manager couldn't 
see the candle while they were being taught." 

Participant 17, Stage 1 

"I do know that a lot of our mob went over to look in [the archives in] Adelaide. There was a 
lot of to-ing and fro-ing and upsets when they found out they weren't who they were 
supposed to be or their parents weren't who they were supposed to be. It causes a lot of 
heartaches sometimes." 

Participant 50, Stage 1 

"maybe some of the elders that have been entrusted with some of these stories might feel 
that the technology of trying to record them in such a way might make them feel inferior in a 
way because they've been entrusted with these stories. If they feel the role has been taken 
from them by just putting it on a recording and pressing ‘play’ whenever then you've lost the 
context of how it is being delivered. The facial expressions of an elder, the voice and tone. 
Every time they tell the story it is not told in exactly the same way. They've got a lot of feeling 
behind different words, they can obviously pass it on to their children." 

The year 2007 represented a remarkable milestone in Indigenous Australian history; ten 
years since the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission’s Bringing Them Home 
Report, forty years since the ‘Vote Yes’ referendum and fifty years since the first National 
Aboriginal and Islander Day of Commemoration (NAIDOC). These three events highlight, 
each in a different way, the significance of historical narratives, written and spoken, to 
Indigenous people. In 2008 the national parliamentary apology to the Stolen Generations 
has powerfully illustrated that understandings of the past - the narratives that are told and 
written, and the manner in which they are conveyed - profoundly shape a community’s 
identity and aspirations and provide a mandate for action, in this instance around issues of 
Indigenous wellbeing. Indeed the metaphor of ‘turning a new page in Australia’s history’ was 
used repeatedly in the apology itself and a commentary on it. 

The apology has also renewed national attention on the 1997 Bringing Them Home report. 
The report devoted a chapter to the role which records and recordkeeping institutions should 
play in supporting family and community reunions and the reclamation of personal and 
community identity. Significant to this project, three of the many imperatives highlighted by 
the report were: 

 



● The need for Indigenous Australians to reclaim identity by knowing their family 
background and reconnecting with the places and cultures of their people. This is an 
issue relevant not only to members of the Stolen Generations but also to many other 
Indigenous people who have lost connection with their family and/or community. 

● Telling the stories of post-colonisation experience, in particular of separation, within 
Indigenous communities and beyond to the wider Australian community as a means 
of honouring the experiences of these generations of Indigenous Australians and as 
a means of ensuring their place within Australia’s history and memory. 

● In the longer term, the need for Indigenous communities to control their own historical 
documentation. 

These points are made in several places throughout Bringing Them Home. In explaining its 
purpose the Inquiry states ‘The truth is that the past is very much with us today, in the 
continuing devastation of the lives of Indigenous Australians. That devastation cannot be 
addressed unless the whole community listens with an open heart and mind to the stories of 
what has happened in the past and, having listened and understood, commits itself to 
reconciliation.’ (National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Children from Their Families (Australia), 1997, p. [3]) These Bringing Them Home findings 
resonate with the recommendations of the 1991 ‘Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths 
in Custody’. 

Over the last decade government, archival institutions and other record holders such as 
religious organisations have responded with a range of initiatives to provide better access to 
records and better services to Indigenous people seeking information. These have included 
the establishment of indexes to help Indigenous people find records about themselves or 
family members, agreements with Indigenous communities regarding access and related 
services, efforts to employ Indigenous people or appoint them to advisory or governing 
bodies, exhibitions, guides to relevant records and scholarships to train Indigenous 
recordkeepers. 

Although the Bringing Them Home report was the stimulus for extensive efforts at many 
levels of Australian life to create and support opportunities for reconciliation and redress, an 
apology to members of the ‘Stolen Generations’ was one of several recommendations which 
were not implemented in the first decade since the report’s release. On the whole, the third 
of the above records-related objectives - Indigenous community control of their historical 
documentation - is in this category. The obstacles to realising this recommendation are 
practical as well as philosophical, however, a renewed national energy for reconciliation may 
be conducive to exploring the legal, policy and archival challenges further in the near future. 
This research points to this third Bringing Them Home recommendation as central to future 
frameworks for Koorie archiving. 

Within Koorie communities private expressions of identity and pride have always existed, 
however, the decline of external threats to Indigenous cultures and the fear of child removal 
have allowed a more free public expression of Koorie experiences and cultures beyond 
Koorie communities. It seems likely that the 2008 apology and an associated shift in national 
sentiment will heighten the determination and sense of urgency amongst many to ensure 
that the post-invasion experiences of previous generations are remembered and honoured 
and that knowledge of pre-invasion cultures is maintained and recovered as far as possible. 

 

http://www.hreoc.gov.au/social_justice/bth_report/index.html
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In Victoria, the establishment of the Koorie Heritage Trust in 1985 was, in part, an 
expression by Koorie people that mainstream cultural institutions had failed them. Through 
one of its founders, Jim Berg, the Trust established close links with the Public Record Office 
Victoria and the Victorian Koorie Records Taskforce, itself established in response to 
Bringing Them Home. In 2006 the Task Force released ‘wilam naling…knowing who you 
are…’ (Victorian Koorie Records Taskforce, 2006) a report to the Victorian government 
which examined progress in relation to the access to records recommendations of Bringing 
Them Home and which recommended a new framework for access to records relevant to the 
Stolen Generations. 

In 2006 the ‘Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities Act’ 2006 was passed by the 
Victorian Parliament. It includes recognition of the ‘distinct cultural rights’ of Indigenous 
people. It is one of a number of local and international rights statements which express a 
commitment to Indigenous communities maintaining their distinct identities and cultures. The 
2007 United Nations ‘Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People’ declares that 
Indigenous peoples: 

● have the right of self-determination and can choose their political status and the way 
they want to develop. (article 3) 

● have the right to keep and develop their distinct characteristics and systems of law. 
They also have the right, if they want, to take part in the life of the rest of the country. 
(article 4) 

● shall be free from cultural genocide. Governments shall prevent actions which take 
away their distinct cultures and identities; the taking of their land and resources; their 
removal from their land; measures of assimilation; propaganda against them. (article 
7) 

● have the right to their distinct identities. This includes the right to identify themselves 
as indigenous. (article 8) 

Other rights statements which are part of the landscape for this report are: 

● The United Nations Human Rights Council’s ‘Updated Set of principles for the 
protection and promotion of human rights through action to combat impunity’ which 
codify, amongst other key rights, the right for individuals and communities to know 
the truth about past events, and have been formulated with post-colonial and 
post-trauma societies in mind. The original Joinet Principles were adopted by the 
UNHRC in 1997 and were reviewed and extended in 2005 by Orentlicher to become 
the Joinet-Orentlicher principles. 

● The Australian Indigenous Cultural and Intellectual Property Rights which provide for 
the ownership and control of Indigenous heritage, including ‘documentation of 
Indigenous peoples’ heritage in all forms of media’ - ‘Our Culture Our Future: A 
Report on Australian Indigenous Cultural and Intellectual Property Rights’ (Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Commission, 1999. 

● The 2003/05 World Summits on the Information Society formulated the goal of a 
‘people-centred, inclusive and development-oriented Information Society’ and 
recognised the need to pay attention to the ‘special situation of indigenous peoples, 
as well as to the preservation of their heritage and their cultural legacy’ - ‘Tunis 
Commitment’ (Geneva 2003 - Tunis 2005). 

 

https://web.archive.org/web/20170120045419/http://prov.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2011/05/WilamNalingReportJune2006.pdf
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http://www.itu.int/wsis/docs2/tunis/off/7.html


As Indigenous and settler communities in various countries and regions have jointly reflected 
on their engagement with archives, there has been a growing recognition that Western 
archival methods reflect and reinforce a privileging of settler/colonist voices and narratives - 
often although not always expressed in written form - over Indigenous ones. Further, the 
conventional positioning of individuals as the subjects of the archive has had a particularly 
disempowering effect on Indigenous people whose lives have been so extensively 
documented in archives, often for the purposes of surveillance, control and dispossession. 

This has been a component of a broader professional discourse over recent decades which 
has begun to recognise the nature of records as tools of institutional or national systems of 
remembering and forgetting or as the product, in some instances, of surveillance and 
control. Archival institutions are beginning to take on board the need to ensure that their 
frameworks and services do not continue this system for Indigenous people. 

Alongside these developments, recordkeepers have begun applying digital information 
technologies to a range of scenarios, including projects to establish digital and federated 
repositories. Recordkeepers recognise but are only just beginning to explore in detail, the 
capacity of digital information technologies to not only enhance the accessibility of archives 
but also to support new relationships between archival services providers and their clients. 

In this context, the Trust and Technology research project has sought to understand the 
priorities of Koorie communities in relation to their own knowledge, and to consider new 
archival systems and services which embrace Koorie frameworks of knowledge, memory 
and evidence. 

Methodology 

There were three distinct stages to the research. Stage one was a user needs study of 
Koorie expectations and experiences which involved interviews with 72 Indigenous people 
(most of these people identified with a Koorie community whilst a small number identified 
with other Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander communities). Interviews, which lasted on 
average 70 minutes, covered issues including storytelling and story recording, trust and 
authenticity in oral and written records, trusted custodians for recorded stories, control, 
ownership, access, privacy and experiences of using existing archival services. Purposive 
sampling was used to identify potential participants. A Community Advisor, Diane Singh - an 
Elder and known to many in Koorie communities - was appointed to the project team and 
used her networks and contacts to identify and approach potential participants. Interviews 
were conducted in participants’ homes, places of work or study and at regional Aboriginal 
Co-operatives (Co-ops). An initial semi-structured interview schedule was piloted and 
modified to refine the clarity and flow of the questions. Interviews were audio-recorded and 
subsequently transcribed. The user needs study was based on an interpretivist research 
methodology. The researchers were concerned to understand the viewpoints of a range of 
people and the meanings they drew from their experiences. Particular attention was given to 
patterns of consensus or shared meanings and to points of dissonance. 

Stage two involved a case study evaluating the services provided to Koorie people by two 
organisations: the Public Record Office Victoria and the Koorie Heritage Trust. Researchers 
used the themes arising from stage one to develop a set of scenarios about the services 

 



provided by the two organisations. These scenarios were used instead of questions to elicit 
input from the participants in stage two. A total of 22 people participated in individual 
interviews and/or focus groups. Nine of these were Indigenous clients of one or both of the 
archival services involved, seven were in roles of supporting clients using archival services 
and six were in management or coordination positions with the two services. Most interviews 
and focus groups were audio-recorded and transcribed. The Co-MAP process modelling and 
analysis method were used to model the interactions and information flows between clients, 
communities, mediators and organisations and to understand relationships between the 
goals and priorities of the various actors. 

Stage three further developed one of the key outcomes of the earlier stages; the need 
expressed for a means of commenting on or contesting the version of events portrayed by 
records in archives. This has been called a Koorie Annotation System. This is a variation of 
the project’s original intention of prototyping a system for archiving Koorie oral memory. This 
change of focus was made in response to the outcomes of stages one and two, in particular 
the high level of interest on the part of many interviewees in a means of challenging the 
contents of ‘official’ archives. Stage three developed a specification for an annotation 
system. In addition to the understandings gained from the first two stages, stage three 
involved a small reference group of Koorie community members, who participated in two 
workshops to develop and test the requirements of a Koorie Annotation System.  

 



Research Outcomes Part 1: Foundations 
As the research team has set about distilling and shaping the findings of this research 
project we have become convinced of the need to revisit some of our society’s foundational 
understandings about evidence and memory. We have repeatedly observed ways in which 
professional frameworks and conceptualisations and legal definitions directly impact on the 
relationship between Koorie people and Koorie knowledge, particularly Koorie knowledge in 
archives. 

The two foundations expressed in here aim to reflect the perspectives which emerged from 
the research team’s conversations with members of Koorie communities. They also draw on 
understandings gained from literature in the areas of Indigenous studies (particularly relating 
to orality and knowledge systems), archival science (particularly relating to archival systems 
in post-colonial societies) and community informatics. 

They challenge many of Australian society’s evidence and memory paradigms and require 
the archives community to rethink many of its foundational principles and frameworks. 
However, they are an essential platform for an Australian collective archive which is more 
inclusive of Koorie people. 

Outcome 1: An Inclusive Understanding of Koorie Knowledge 

Introduction 

Participant 6, Stage 1 

"[If] someone that I respect highly in my family could more or less validate the story then I 
would believe it. If someone put a piece of paper in front of me the first instinct would be to 
say I "don't believe that". I want to hear it from someone who I believe in and that I could 
respect and trust." 

Participant 62, Stage 1 

"Our gatherings at funerals are quite large and some people may not have seen each other 
for many years, so that's where a lot of those sorts of things take place, those stories are 
passed on. Unfortunately, that is how it happens. I just think it's a move from our traditions to 
more contemporary society in terms of a context.  So in some way, shape or form, it is still 
happening but in a different way." 

Participant 34, Stage 1 

"For example, my sister says to me, and my cousin even said to me: … "I suppose I'll have 
to sit down with Mum someday and really nut it out with her". I said, "No she'll tell you lots of 
stories when you're ready to hear." I think I find that with the younger generation, they tend 
to think they have to be sat down and told whereas it is not like that. It's an ongoing thing." 

 



Systems and services for preserving Koorie memory and evidence need to be based on a 
recognition of the breadth and diversity of Koorie knowledge. Koorie knowledge includes 
knowledge contained in: 

● oral memory and associated traditions, 
● oral memory which has been captured using various Western technologies, 
● records created by Koorie people and organisations using the structures and forms of 

Western knowledge and communications systems, 
● records created by non-Indigenous people and organisations about Koorie people. 

In highlighting these four knowledge sources it is not our intention to be circumscriptive – this 
is not an all-encompassing definition. Rather we are aiming here to highlight the relevance to 
Koorie people of both orality and text, to recognise the interplay between the two and to 
avoid preferencing Western expressions of knowledge over Indigenous ones. 

Sources of Koorie knowledge 

Participant 35, Stage 1 

"I tell the story of Bunjil. He's my Maker. He's my Creator. So when I go out with my work 
again I go out and tell people I worship an eagle. Some people think I am a bit dopey. Then I 
explain my god's an eagle and Mindi made the land, the Rainbow Serpent, and Wa, the crow 
and you tell those stories.  They are cultural stories and they are relevant to this land and 
people need to be aware that they are stories of this land. So I tell those stories and they are 
very special. They're brilliant." 

Participant 62, Stage 1 

"There will be some stories that will not be told at all. There will be stories that will be taken 
to the grave for a whole range of reasons. … It could be fear of bringing shame to their 
family or community for whatever reason it might be.  We all say times have changed but in 
their eyes, it hasn't changed. There is that degree of cynicism, scepticism, uncertainty, lack 
of trust, all sorts of things so that they would rather hold those stories and take them with 
them to the grave. And in some way, shape or form we have to respect their wishes for 
whatever reason it might be. But out of that, people start to interpret their own understanding 
of some of those and draw their own conclusions. So it's a bit of a hit and miss arrangement. 
But that's just the way it is and you have to accept it." 

Participant 26, Stage 1 

"I believe there are a lot of things that should be recorded in the true sense of the way, 
recorded from the words of an Aboriginal person not the words of a non-Aboriginal person.  I 
think it's more true." 

Participant 43, Stage 1 

"Artwork, yes. But mainly it is shared verbal communication of storytelling. The public face is 
the artwork. The public face books. The storytelling I'm talking about is purely verbal 
communication, entrusted."  

 



Participant 9, Stage 1 

"A lot of our stories have been documented but a lot of people don't understand them. If you 
go into where they're still practising their laws and customs, they have their rules for living 
and it's not something that's written down.  It's handed down. And that's through being 
alongside them and they actually teach you. So you actually go out bush, and we've done 
this here.  I've gone out with my brothers and their families and in that process of looking for 
Bundi sticks the exchange of rules for living and behaviour is all there and you're passing it 
on and you don't even realise you are actually doing it." 

Participant 17, Stage 1 

"It's just as important to tell the struggles today as what it is to tell of the struggles years ago 
because I think that story's been told. As far as I'm concerned that the story of "Lousy Little 
Sixpence" happened in my mother's time and my grandparents' time. We moved off the 
mission and went and lived over at Mooroopna.  …we moved into commission houses and 
said: "Right we're going to live like white fellas now." And what a silly thing we did. Because 
then our kids were all scattered in commission houses. Our kids were scattered when they 
went to school. They soon found out that they were different and all the goodwill in the world 
will never change that. And so what we've got to do is to teach our children self-esteem that 
we learnt as a whole heap of people together. When we had to struggle we struggled 
together." 

Participant 62, Stage 1 

"I can talk about a project I worked on many years ago and it had so many threads 
connected to it. There was one central story that had many arms but there were many 
interpretations of it. Over many years I got different pieces of the story that added up. So it 
took about five or six years to make sense of it and bring it all together." 

First, Koorie knowledge includes Koorie oral memory. This is not a static body of information 
passed down through generations. Rather it is a process of passing on knowledge from one 
generation to the next through spoken word, music, dance, performance and art. Oral 
memory involves the interpretation and reinterpretation of the past to ensure its relevance to 
the present. It both reflects and informs familial and community relationships. It is dependent 
on language, place and ceremony. Capturing it using any Western technology (from pen and 
paper to digital technologies) fundamentally changes its dynamic, cumulative nature. For it to 
continue to function as a foundation of Koorie cultures it must remain oral memory. 

Koorie people interviewed as part of this project have strongly expressed the view that both 
pre- and post-invasion stories are equally valued components of their oral memory. Indeed 
for many people, the disjuncture between past and present is regarded as arbitrary and 
Euro-centric. For them, it is a continuous and unbroken sequence between the here and now 
and the before. That is not to suggest that Indigenous people live in the past: many Koorie 
people recognise and embrace the ways in which modern information and communications 
technologies can support, not replace, the maintenance of oral memory. Over the last fifty 
years, there have been many projects, some initiated by Koorie communities and others by 
non-Indigenous researchers, to record oral memory in text or audio format. Some of these 
have been in support of historical and anthropological studies of Koorie cultures and 

 



experiences. Others have had as their purpose capturing and sharing family stories and 
supporting the recovery of community, family and individual identity. Other projects have had 
an educational focus – supporting programs to teach Koorie cultures within Koorie 
communities and to the Australian and international communities. 

Koorie knowledge also includes records created in textual or other Western forms (written 
documents, photos) by Indigenous people and organisations. Examples are family records 
and individual memoirs, records created by Co-ops or organisations such as the Aborigines 
Advancement League. There are many accumulations of these records held privately or by a 
variety of collecting institutions. Many are vulnerable due to fragmentation and the lack of 
any institution or program available to manage them. 

Koorie knowledge also includes knowledge contained in records created by non-Indigenous 
people and organisations, including governments, religious and other welfare agencies, 
historians and anthropologists. These records are mostly about, rather than of or by, Koorie 
people (although records written by Koorie people, such as letters, are often accumulated by 
these organisations along with other documents). Such records contain valuable Koorie 
knowledge – perspectives on events which differ from those within Koorie narratives or 
which enable Koorie people to locate their narratives within a broader historical context. This 
is knowledge which once recovered from its non-Indigenous sources often becomes 
reincorporated into oral memory and/or Koorie knowledge in general. Further, in some 
instances institutional records represent the lives and experiences of the records subjects in 
powerful ways, being the instruments or bi-products of intense institutional intervention or 
surveillance. 

Outcome 2: Koorie Knowledge, Koorie Rights 

Introduction 

Participant 37, Stage 1 

"I'd want to know what they are going to use it for and why. I don't want them to use it as a 
means to be against Wurundjeri people. I'd never ever give permission for that sort of stuff. 
I'll be very restrictive with the white fella because it's all about trust and knowing where 
they're coming from. For to us, these stories are life." 

Koorie people have a right to make decisions about the management of Koorie knowledge in 
all its forms. Outcome 1 of this report highlights that any attempt to conceptualise or define 
Koorie knowledge needs to recognise that it includes knowledge contained in records 
created by non-Indigenous people and organisations about Koorie people. It is this 
component of Koorie knowledge – much of which is in archival institutions – in which Koorie 
rights are currently given least effect. 

  

 



Extending Koorie Rights to Archival Records 

Participant 37, Stage 1 

"I do not judge those stories. I don't want to. I'd feel funny if I did. To me, it's quite 
disrespectful and rude if I did that. I just listen respectfully and I take it on board. No 
judgement." 

Participant 32, Stage 1 

"That's a bit frightening actually. That's a bit scary. What if somebody does read your records 
and writes a story on you and elaborates as all writers do? Good God, what hope have you 
got? So it would be good to have some sort of control." 

This section began with the assertion that Koorie people have a right to make decisions 
about the management of Koorie knowledge in all its forms. There is nothing novel in this 
statement: it is inherent in the principles of self-determination and cultural preservation at the 
heart of Indigenous human rights initiatives. For example, ATSIC’s 1999 Report on 
Australian Indigenous Cultural and Intellectual Property Rights proposed a set of sixteen 
rights for Indigenous people, including: 

● The right to own and control Indigenous Cultural and Intellectual Property. 
● The right to define what constitutes Indigenous Cultural and Intellectual Property 

and/or Indigenous heritage. 
● The right to ensure that any means of protecting Indigenous Cultural and Intellectual 

Property is based on the principles of self-determination, which includes the right and 
duty of Indigenous peoples to maintain and develop their own cultures and 
knowledge systems and forms of social organisation. 

● The right to be recognised as the primary guardians and interpreters of their cultures, 
arts and sciences, whether created in the past or developed by them in the future. 

Located as it is at the point of engagement between Koorie communities and archival 
services, this research has paid particular attention to the framework of rights and 
obligations which govern the portion of Koorie knowledge which is found in Australia’s 
archival institutions. These include records created and, consequently, usually owned, by 
governments, churches and welfare bodies and other organisations and individuals, all 
documenting their interactions with Koorie people. If we are to accept that such records 
contain Koorie knowledge, we must find ways to extend the principles expressed in ATSIC’s 
report, above, to the systems, definitions, professional understandings and legal frameworks 
used by archival institutions and practitioners. 

Towards new understandings of authorship and ownership 

Participant 11, Stage 1 

"When you think back, when we went through our land claims it makes you wonder about 
the access the government lawyers had to our families was unreal.  It really opened our eyes 
when we couldn't get it ourselves. … There was stuff that I don't think should have come up 
in the court about a lot of our people, because there were things there that we didn't know 

 



about. That was sacred to the families alone to know. I think it was a disgrace the way some 
of the stuff was handled for the families that went through the court." 

Western frameworks for information policy and law, in particular those concerned with 
intellectual property, public records and privacy, all view the individuals whose experiences 
are described in records as records subjects. Although records subjects are afforded some 
rights in this framework, they are excluded from the most significant rights – rights which 
derive from notions of authorship and ownership and which support decision- making and 
control over matters of access, custody and reproduction. These rights are most often 
exercised by archival institutions on behalf of wider institutions such as governments and 
welfare bodies. 

Outcome 3 proposes an alternative to this model which involves repositioning records 
subjects as participants in the act of records creation. This view of records creation, in which 
the subject is in fact an active (if unwilling) co-creator of the record, provides a platform for a 
new paradigm for identifying and realising the rights of Koorie ‘records subjects’ along with 
those of other parties involved in the record. 

  

 



Research Outcomes Part 2: Building on the 
Foundations: Ways forward for Koorie 
Communities and Archives 
The outcomes described in this section of the report explore the implications of these 
foundations for Koorie communities and the archives sector: 

Outcome 3: New Approaches to Rights and Responsibilities in Koorie Knowledge 
proposes a new ‘participant model’ for determining rights and responsibilities in relation to 
Koorie knowledge. 

Outcome 4: A Holistic, Community-Based Approach to Koorie Archives presents a 
model for community-based, community controlled archival systems and services for Koorie 
people. 

Outcome 5: Setting the Record Straight explores the desire expressed by many Koorie 
people to be able to challenge ‘official’ records and proposes an annotation system to enable 
this to happen. 

Outcome 3: New Approaches to Rights and Responsibilities in 
Koorie Knowledge 

Introduction 

Participant 69, Stage 1 

"A lot of Indigenous people are frightened of the Government getting hold of things. We’ve 
had things destroyed in the past, files and all this sort of thing and using it against us. That’s 
why we’re so very sure about keeping what we’ve got. We don’t want to share it because 
we’re frightened of it going somewhere else." 

Participant 43, Stage 1 

"Some of the mob from South Gippsland had come into the uni for a meeting. They were 
going into the library … and they had discovered some records that had their family names. 
Well they took off with the records and the records were about 1890. Security guards were 
called and there was abuse and f..ing this and that. … The members of the Aboriginal 
community who had nicked this very valuable material said, "Well, they're ours". But they left 
these uncompleted volumes. It's this situation: it's personal information. It's our family and 
we're going to have it. It wasn't perceived as theft. Completely different sense of ownership." 

Outcome 1 of this report proposed a broad understanding of the scope of Koorie knowledge 
which includes knowledge contained in archival records. Outcome 2 argued that Koorie 
people have a right to control their knowledge - a principle recognised in various rights 
statements. Outcome 2 also asserted that archival professional frameworks and laws are out 

 



of step with these two propositions: they do not view archival records as containers of Koorie 
knowledge and consequently do not enable Koorie people to exercise their rights over their 
knowledge. 

This section summarises elements of the current legal and policy context that hamper the 
realisation of Koorie rights in archives and proposes a new model for determining rights and 
responsibilities in relation to Koorie knowledge in archives. Most of what follows relates 
specifically to one source of Koorie knowledge - archival records. This is consistent with the 
focus of this research and of our conversations with Koorie people during the project. There 
are a number of other obstacles relevant to other forms of Koorie knowledge which are not 
addressed here, in particular the limitations of copyright law in relation to communal 
knowledge and knowledge that has no material form of expression. 

The legal status of Koorie knowledge in archives 

Participant 53, Stage 1 

"There's possibly even photos of my mother when she was a small girl, and I've never seen 
a photo of her as a small girl. That worries me but more it makes me sad that maybe the 
wrong people.... a non-Indigenous organisation, that holds some information …. Not being 
angry toward the fact that they have it, it's more almost like when Aboriginal bones are found 
overseas, that they are returned to the tribes that own them. It's almost that same feeling." 

Participant 51, Stage 1 

"I don't think everyone would have given their oral testimony [in support of the Yorta Yorta 
Native Title claim] because they thought it was the best thing to do and I'd do the same 
thing, and I'd do it honestly. ... People put forward that information in the hope that it does 
build towards that positive determination of Native Title whereas that information in itself was 
the evidence for them to say "There are inconsistencies in such and such. Therefore we 
have to conclude that there is no ..."" 

Many factors affect the legal status of archival records. By archival records we are referring 
here to records which were either created or received by an organisation or individual and 
which are maintained in the custody of that organisation or an archival repository. Common 
examples relevant to Koorie people are: 

● Records of government agencies (i.e. public records) now held by government 
archives (for example, Aboriginal Protectorate records). 

● Records of government agencies still held by those agencies or their successors (for 
example, in Victoria, Department of Human Services records). 

● Records of private organisations or individuals which have been loaned or donated to 
an archival repository (for example, a public library or a private foundation). 

● Records of private organisations still held by those organisations or their successors 
(for example churches and welfare bodies). In some instances there may be an 
archive within such an organisation which manages the organisation’s records. 

In all of these examples, most Koorie knowledge is likely to be contained in records authored 
by others - officers of governments or private organisations who collected information about 

 



Koorie people, reported to others, made notes about their interactions with Koorie people. 
Some records will have been authored directly by Koorie people, for example in instances 
where Koorie people wrote letters to these organisations. For the most part, however, this 
distinction does not affect the legal status of the records. By far the largest obstacle in the 
way of the realisation of Koorie rights in their knowledge in archives is that the legal 
framework does not recognise any ownership rights for people who are the subject of 
records. The general effect of the laws of personal and intellectual property is that the 
organisations which create or receive and maintain records exercise almost all control over 
them. 

We should qualify this last statement by noting that, in relation to government records, 
privacy, freedom of information and public records laws do give records subjects some rights 
over the collection, use and disclosure of information about themselves. These rights apply 
only to individual records subjects: they cannot be exercised by individuals in relation to 
deceased family members, nor is there any provision for handling information which relates 
to a family or community rather than an individual. Although these statutory rights are limited, 
there are principles inherent in them which could be extended to better address Koorie 
knowledge in archives (see Strategies for Law Reform, below). 

Records subjects generally have fewer statutory rights over records of private organisations 
than they do over government records. The Commonwealth Privacy Act (1988) gives 
records subjects some rights over use and disclosure of information about them, but records 
deposited in designated repositories are exempt from the legislation. Access to records 
which have been deposited in collecting archives are typically governed by arrangements 
made by the donor and the archival repository. In Victoria, the University of Melbourne 
Archives and the Australian Manuscripts Collection of the State Library of Victoria are well 
known repositories which make extensive use of donor agreements to manage access. 
There is no imperative for either donors or repositories to involve records subjects in 
determining these arrangements. 

The above legal framework applies equally to anyone who is the subject of records in 
archives: Koorie people are legally in exactly the same situation as everyone else. The effect 
of this framework, however, is not the same for everyone. When we take into account the 
extent to which Koorie people are documented in archives, the circumstances under which 
many records were created and the part that these records have played in their 
dispossession as well as in the recovery of identity, there is a strong argument that Koorie 
people have special claims over their knowledge in archives. 

Archival theory and 'records subjects' 

Participant 70, Stage 1 

"It's deeply personal information. And do you know why I say that is because I was really just 
shocked last year I went to [indistinct] and they had displays all around and they had a 
book... I suppose it was recorded by the House Mothers in their homes, and it had about one 
child ‘Mother prostituting herself at Chinese camp’. I thought “God, does that need to be 
open for everyone to see?” I really felt shame and horror and everything for the family of that 
child." 

 



Participant 68, Stage 1 

"I said to Mum: “Would you ever give our culture away?” She said: “No.” None of us would. 
It's used to learn and when you get older you pass it down. If you pass it the wrong way, say 
give it to Monash University, everyone is going to know everything about you. And that's not 
history. Your history is getting exploited all over the place and then some of the words might 
get mixed up and people add to the story and it changes everything. You read a book and 
say “I've read this book before but it didn't go like this.”" 

Consistent with this socio-legal context, archival science - the body of theory which archivists 
apply to the management of records - views the records subject as a completely passive 
player in the action of creating a record. In some cases he or she may have provided the 
data, or be the same person as the recipient. In many cases he or she is unaware of being 
the subject of the document. Over recent years, however, archival science has begun to 
understand the limitations of this view of records creation, in particular its disempowerment 
of records subjects. One framework for shifting the conventional archival view of records 
creation is a participant model. This model involves repositioning record subjects as records 
agents - participants in the act of records creation. In a fully implemented participant model, 
every contributor, including the person who is the subject of the document, has legal and 
moral rights and responsibilities in relation to ownership, access and privacy, which in turn 
are evidenced by records providing proof of the existence of the rights and/or obligations. 
The model provides a useful way of mapping existing rights and obligations and where they 
may need to be extended. The application of the participant model to Koorie communities 
would be a novel development, building on existing legally recognised relationships such as 
the citizen-state, parent-child and doctor-patient (Iacovino, 2006). 

Clearly archival institutions could not fully implement a participant model with the current 
legal framework. The proposition that records subjects participate in the creation of records 
in a way that gives them ownership rights is simply contrary to law. Similarly the participant 
model requires a paradigm shift in archival understandings. There are, however, a number of 
strategies which the archival community could pursue in support of a participant model. 

Strategies for Shifting Archival Theory and Practice 

1. Re-assert archival professional responsibilities which include respecting the 
privacy of those who had no say in what happened to their personal information. 

Had privacy laws existed at the time, the collection by governments and other organisations 
of information about Koorie people, as occurred extensively in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, would have required informed consent. Privacy law is not retrospective, however 
there is an obligation to respect the privacy of individuals who did not give permission for 
information about themselves to be recorded. 

2. Establish a national archival policy modelled on the National Policy Framework for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Library Services and Collections which has its 
basis in the legal requirement of national, state and territory libraries in Australia to 
collect the documentary heritage of the country. 

 



National, state and territory libraries have recognised that as part of their legislated charter, 
their collections must address the ‘gaps left by the exclusion of Australia’s indigenous 
perspectives’. The National Archives of Australia has a legislated obligation to ensure that 
the archival resources of the nation are preserved, but this objective has been narrowly 
interpreted. A national archival approach based on a broad understanding of Koorie 
knowledge, of its contribution to the national collective memory as well as the obligations of 
archives to individual records subjects would more fully address NAA’s mandate. 

3. Address through research and education the archival definition of provenance to 
recognise multiple record creators in ‘…the formation of records and the functions or 
processes in which they took part’ (Hurley, 2005, pp.110-145.) 

Expanding the definition of record creators to include everyone who has contributed to a 
record’s creative process and has been affected by its action would support the enforcement 
of a broader spectrum of rights and obligations. This view is supported by: 

● Social networking models where there are multiple contributors to an information 
resource all of whom have ownership rights, and no one individual can  assert 
personal ownership on his/her own over the creative expression. (Iacovino, 2007, 
pp.80-90.) 

● ‘Data  custodianship’ models in the health context which provide for shared 
responsibility over data by all legitimate stakeholders. These emphasise  privacy and 
confidentiality rights as well as obligations over personal  data, shared with the 
intellectual rights of the major record creators. Of  particular significance is the record 
subject’s right not only to access  but also to add to, amend and delete aspects of his 
or her record,  effectively becoming an agent rather than a passive subject of the 
record.  (Iacovino, 2007, pp.80-90.) 

Strategies for Law Reform 

In addition to the realignments to archival theory and practice proposed above, there are a 
number of legal initiatives which would support the implementation of a participant model. 
The strategies below all, to various degrees, build on existing legal principles, seeking to 
extend them to give Koorie people greater rights over Koorie knowledge. There is a paradox 
in looking within Western law for solutions to problems which arise from the 
incommensurability of Western law and Koorie community frameworks. Nevertheless the 
following strategies are offered as avenues which Koorie communities may wish to 
investigate further. 

1. Extend and/or amend Australian state and federal privacy legislation on the basis of 
the United Nations Joinet-Orentlicher principles to use annotations as a right of reply, 
extend this right to descendants and enable annotators to retain ownership of the 
annotation. 

The annotation principle in Australian freedom of information and privacy laws exists to 
correct or amend any personal information on files held by a government agency that is 
inaccurate or incorrect. To use this provision an applicant needs evidence as to why the 
personal information is incorrect and why the correction should be added to the file. While 

 



this is not as extensive a notion as setting the record straight, it could nevertheless be used 
more extensively by Koorie people and could be amended to enable Koorie people to have 
ownership over the annotation. 

The right of reply could be strengthened by incorporating principle 17 of the 
Joinet-Orentlicher principles into privacy legislation. It provides that ‘All persons shall be 
entitled […] by virtue of their right of access, to challenge the validity of the information (in 
archives) concerning them by exercising a right of reply’. This may require clarification as to 
whether a right of reply would apply to one’s deceased family members. (More information 
about the Joinet-Orentlicher Principles can be found under Outcome 5). 

2. Legislate to give Koorie people similar rights to those afforded to records subjects 
in ex-surveillance states. 

Some European post-surveillance states have passed special laws to provide access rights 
over records collected by previous regimes. (Ketelaar, 2006, pp. 62-81 & Miller, 1998, 
pp.305-350). It could be argued, on the basis of international human rights instruments to 
which Australia is a signatory, that Koorie communities should have similar special legal 
rights. (Horrigan, op.cit., p.319.) 

3. Investigate the implications of the Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities 
Act 2006 (Vic). 

Section 19 of this Act recognises the ‘distinct cultural rights’ of Aboriginal persons. There 
may be an argument that these rights cannot be exercised without greater control by Koorie 
communities over information about them owned by government and private organisations. 
Such an interpretation would have implications for current and future recordkeeping as well 
as records already in existence. All Victorian legislation must be compatible with this charter. 

4. Investigate the implications of cultural property laws on movable property. 

Legislation such as the Aboriginal Heritage Act 2006 (Vic) protects a range of cultural 
objects but has not been applied to records in archival institutions. Further investigation is 
needed to determine whether there are circumstances in which it could be used to give 
Koorie communities greater control over Koorie knowledge in archives. 

5. Investigate whether the Archives Amendment Bill (Cth) 2006 s 43 would apply to 
Indigenous groups as well as individuals. 

This amendment would empower the Director-General of the National Archives of Australia 
to ‘make arrangements with a person for records required to be transferred to the care of the 
Archives, or for material of the Archives, to be kept in the custody of the person’. Also for 
further investigation is whether a similar interpretation is possible under the Public Records 
Act (Vic), and in other states and territories. 

6. Pursue a communal right in privacy law and inclusion of deceased persons. 

United Nations Declarations of Human Rights define privacy as inclusive of family. For 
example, the UN International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 1966, to which Australia 
is a signatory, is based on the 1948 Directive of the United Nations, Universal Declaration of 

 



Human Rights. Article 17(1) of the Covenant states that ‘No one shall be subjected to 
arbitrary or unlawful interference with his privacy, family, home or correspondence, nor to 
unlawful attacks on his honour and reputation.’ This has been adopted and extended by the 
European Court of Human Rights and in Article 3 of Convention 108 of the Council of 
Europe: ‘any State may give notice: [...] that it will also apply this convention to information 
relating to groups of persons, associations, foundations, companies, corporations and any 
other bodies consisting directly or indirectly of individuals, whether or not such bodies 
possess legal personality.’ (Council of Europe, 1981.) The Australian Law Reform 
Commission is exploring the protection of the privacy of groups of people, for example 
Indigenous or other cultural groups, as well as the protection of personal information about 
deceased persons for some period after death. (Australian Law Reform Commission, 2006, 
p.5). The extension of the Privacy Act (Cth) to protect information about deceased persons 
would bring it more in line with Archives Act 1983 (Cth) which has exemptions from release 
of information relating to the personal affairs of any person including deceased persons. In 
order to apply to Victorian public records, a similar amendment is required to the Information 
Privacy Act (Vic) as section 3 makes it clear that privacy only applies to people who are 
alive. 

7. An Indigenous Knowledge Act? 

The above strategies seek to build on or better utilise existing legal provisions. However this 
research raises the question of whether there is a need for a new law which directly and 
comprehensively gives Koorie people rights over their knowledge in all its forms, bringing 
together many of the strands of law reform suggested above and addressing some of the 
other issues raised by this report. This would be best pursued nationally. 

Outcome 4: A Holistic, Community-Based Approach to Koorie 
Archives 

Introduction 

Participant 5, Stage 1 

"I can't wait to be able to walk into a one-stop shop and see what's there." 

Participant 72, Stage 1 

"See last time I went home it was for a funeral, all the men went out hunting. Down here I 
don't get that. It was kind of good because I could see that they still do it. I think most of the 
stories come from that kind of stuff. Even driving to it, Mum is saying little things along the 
way. "This happened here" or "That happened there."" 

Murri academic Henrietta Fourmile makes a cogent argument for the return of records 
founded upon the cultural and individual consequences of the history documented in those 
records. The history is one of disinheritance, disempowerment and ultimately attempted 
destruction. True restitution and cultural and social reconstruction require the restitution of 
control over the historical documents. While that control should be shared with those who 
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share the history (in this case with record agencies), Indigenous control must be real and not 
token. At present Indigenous peoples are almost entirely dependent on non-Indigenous 
institutions to interpret and disseminate their history. Indigenous peoples need resources 
and facilities and culturally appropriate avenues to disseminate their history, in particular to 
their own communities. Indigenous communities must have the information on which to base 
their retelling of their history. (Fourmile In: Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 
Commission, 1989, pp.1-8.) 

This research reinforces the imperative expressed in this extract from the Bringing Them 
Home report: community-based, community controlled archival systems and services based 
on a holistic, integrated approach to Koorie archives will best meet the needs of Koorie 
communities. 

● Holistic archives systems would bring together, physically or virtually, all archives of a 
community regardless of their source (government, other institutions, Koorie 
organisations, communities, families) or their form (text-based, multimedia records, 
oral records). 

● A community-based approach would influence the design of systems and services by 
modelling community perspectives on records, memory and evidence. A 
community-based framework would also enable Koorie communities to take 
responsibility for their own archives. 

The fragmented nature of the Koorie collective archive 

Participant 22, Stage 1 

"One thing I really believe in is keeping places…They had the ones at Healesville, Galeena 
Beek, like a showing place. It's just a shame how the funding always keeps mucking up." 

Participant 31, Stage 1 

"There is a great photo exhibition at Bunjilaka that does families from a particular region. It's 
fantastic. You can go there and say, "I know this one, I know this one." I was with Mum when 
we first saw it and she said "Oh I've got a story about this". Maybe that's another great way 
of recording." 

Participant 10, Stage 1 

"I think if we start seeing the Public Records Office and the Koorie Heritage Trust as being 
where the servers are and having a network of terminals across the State or maybe a 
National network down the track with terminals throughout communities rural and remote 
would be the way to go. … If that kind of idea of an electronic network was the one that 
eventuated I think there would need to be dedicated positions within the Public Records 
Office or the Heritage Trust of experts who were more or less on the road throughout the 
State advising and supporting communities about accessing the material. There would need 
to be some kind of educational position established to deal with that stuff." 

  

 



Participant 87, Stage 2 

"Aboriginal people are huge on storytelling, singing, dancing, rock art. We’ve got a number of 
forms. But not a lot of communities ever think that Aboriginal records are a part of our 
history. Well these days they are. It’s one of the last ways we’ve got back to looking into the 
past, so if we don’t capture this, we’re going to lose how the culture is set up like and all 
these things." 

Participants in stages one and two provide ample evidence of the strength of the impetus 
within Koorie communities to collect, document and research Koorie experience. Partly as a 
consequence of the numerous and diverse initiatives to record Koorie experiences over the 
last fifty years or so, along with the extent of documentation of Koorie lives in archival 
institutions, Koorie community archives are extremely fragmented. Knowledge of their past 
has been recorded by many different institutions and individuals, for many different 
purposes, in various formats. It is now dispersed widely, and the meta-knowledge - who has 
or knows what, about what or whom - is also fragmented or lost: 

● Institutional records are scattered between the State and Commonwealth 
government archives and other government agencies, churches and other 
institutional archives. 

● For much of the twentieth century Koorie communities have been creating written 
records themselves. Some of these may be in collecting institutions such as the State 
Library of Victoria, but more are likely to be in private hands in a variety of storage 
situations. By definition it is difficult to know the extent of this fragmentation. Archival 
service providers interviewed in stage two of this project provided significant 
anecdotal evidence of records of co-ops, community celebrations, and organisations 
such as the Aborigines’ Advancement League for which there are few or no options 
for management. They also reported that many of these groups are seeking storage 
options and/or expertise to preserve these records and make them accessible. There 
is an awareness that these records are vulnerable and a strong interest in preserving 
them, but few options for this. 

● Audio-recorded oral memory and multi-media records are also dispersed. Over the 
last fifty years there have been many endeavours to audio-record the stories of 
Koorie people and more recently there have been various web-based multimedia 
projects with a similar purpose. For example: Cyberdreaming’s ‘Digital Songlines 
Environment’ which incorporates internet technologies, computer visualisation and 
participatory GIS techniques in an interactive system for Indigenous storytelling, and 
‘Mission Voices’ is a more conventional and very popular online resource. Some of 
these have been initiated by Koorie communities and others by a variety of 
non-Indigenous researchers. In some instances knowledge of these oral 
history/recording exercises - whether recordings still exist, where they now are and 
what knowledge they contain - is already lost to the communities or individuals 
involved. Adequate strategies for the long-term preservation of these resources are 
often not in place. 

Many participants long for the means to bring together records (in all forms) of a Koorie 
person, family or community, and identify this as a major challenge for their communities and 
for archival service providers. For some this vision is primarily based on digitisation and 

 



interfaces, for others, regional keeping places are needed to enable scattered, poorly 
managed records to be physically brought together. 

Koorie people are not alone in finding their knowledge so dispersed. Rarely in the past has 
any community been empowered to collect and control its own records. Australian archival 
endeavours have traditionally been institutionally and jurisdictionally based. Government 
archives programs operate on legislated mandates which limit their role and responsibilities 
to government-created records. Collecting programs, such as the manuscripts programs of 
various public libraries and institutions such as the University of Melbourne Archives, have 
sought to identify and preserve records of individuals and organisations often based around 
one or more collection themes or subjects. The Australian archives community is by and 
large yet to address the challenge of developing programs which recognise the 
interconnectedness of archives of various provenances. To compound this, other cultural 
collections such as libraries and museums often also operate on relatively specific 
jurisdictional, geographical or theme-based rationales. Although the experience of Koorie 
communities is just one manifestation of a wider problem, the complexities of the relationship 
between Koorie people and the Australian collective archive - the pervasiveness of 
recordkeeping in their lives, the resultant variety of records and the relevance of multiple 
records traditions - make the Australian model of archival services a particularly unhelpful 
one for Koorie communities. 

Disconnected archives are a barrier to access 

Participant 86, Stage 2 

"just recently a guy came in and they know they’re Aboriginal, they know where they grew 
up, but they have difficulties with certain parts of the family, trying to unravel that, and 
they’ve had difficulties finding photographs and all that sort of stuff. And so I’m having to 
rattle off, “Well you need to go to this place, this place, this place, this place and this place” 
to even get a hint of where they might be able to find that information. I totally understood 
their frustration at having to go and do that, because they thought they could just come here 
and get it all. And for me, that’s what it should be." 

The most immediate and pragmatic implication of this fragmentation is the obstacle it 
presents to access; to knowing what information there is, where it is, and to piecing it 
together. In relation to institutional records - those written about Indigenous people - the 
Bringing Them Home report identified the dispersal of records across many organisations 
and associated problems of red tape as a major barrier to members of the Stolen 
Generations seeking to find out about their past. The Victorian Koorie Records Taskforce’s 
wilam naling report, released in 2006, found that, ten years after Bringing Them Home, this 
is still a major barrier for people wanting to access institutional records about themselves or 
family members. In Victoria a number of services have been established to support family 
tracing. For people eligible to use them, these services go some way to providing a ‘one-stop 
shop’ for accessing key records relating to their family history. However the wilam naling 
report notes that these services are themselves hindered by the dispersal of records and by 
related problems of inadequate indexing and cross referencing, inconsistent access regimes 
and multiple layers of red tape involved in dealing with many institutions. Individuals who 
cannot, or choose not to, use these services obviously need to negotiate these complexities 

 



directly. (Victorian Koorie Records Taskforce, 2006, p.24) and following. wilam naling 
recommends the establishment of an Information and Referral Service, not to directly 
provide access to institutional records, but rather to provide a point of coordination between 
records-holding institutions. Key responsibilities of the Information and Referral Service 
would be to facilitate the introduction of common access guidelines and to develop 
memoranda of understanding between Indigenous family tracing service providers and 
records-holding organisations. (Victorian Koorie Records Taskforce, 2006, p. 37) 

The Trust and Technology research supports wilam naling’s findings that the dispersal of 
records (and related problems of inconsistent access arrangements) is a major obstacle to 
access to institutional records by individuals seeking to trace their families. This finding could 
be extended to communities or individuals searching for community history or for evidence of 
relationship between government institutions and communities. This is not to ignore or 
diminish the value of the many archival initiatives over the last fifteen years which have 
aimed at making records more accessible to Indigenous people. However these 
improvements need to be viewed in the perspective of the ongoing challenge which 
Indigenous Australians face when they try to engage with the many institutions, policies and 
procedures positioned between them and their records. 

Integrating Koorie knowledge 

Participant 35, Stage 1 

"The photos tell their own stories. I like looking at photos because it shows what's been there 
and it depicts what's done. A good example is some of the photos in Bunjilaka. We've got 
some of our people in army uniforms. If you go down to the War Museum in Canberra you 
cannot find records of them serving in the army because they weren't an Australian citizen. 
So the only knowledge you've got that your rellies were in the war or wore a uniform is a 
photo. So that's different to the written word. … To look at the photos of Lake Condah Mish, 
the eel traps then and now. Stuff like that. Photos are good memories and they don't alter 
the truth either where the written word can alter the truth. People can play with written 
words." 

Participant 44, Stage 1 

"Whenever we go out bush, Dad always makes a point of taking us past the part of the river 
where we're not allowed to swim. He tells us the story over and over again. We know it very 
well. And it's good because we know the place very well and our kids know it. … He actually 
stopped the car and turned the lights off so it was pitch black. Sometimes with young kids he 
pretends the car has broken down he tells us the story of the goon dog and where it was 
supposed to be. If we're down in Melbourne he won't tell us because the setting is not 
correct. It's great when you're there because you hear the story and you can visualise the 
setting." 

When we adopt the broad understanding of the components and sources of Koorie 
knowledge as proposed in outcome 1 we find a more complex set of imperatives arising from 
the disconnected and dispersed nature of the Koorie archive. The fragmentation of Koorie 
knowledge risks (and has undoubtedly already resulted in) loss of knowledge of culture, 

 



identity and experience. The dispersal of a community’s archive in a sense mirrors the 
dispossession and dislocation which has marked the Koorie colonial experience. Bringing 
together disparate knowledge sources redresses the ongoing impact of the fragmentation of 
Koorie knowledge. 

Further, as already noted, oral memory continues to powerfully convey an understanding of 
the past and its relevance to the present within Koorie communities. Although Koorie people 
might rely more on one or the other in specific instances, it is the interplay between recorded 
(that is, using Western technologies) and oral knowledge that emerges most strikingly from 
this research. Collectively and often individually, Koorie people engage with both ‘traditional’ 
and Western knowledge systems to build, maintain and convey narratives of their 
experience. By bringing together records in a variety of forms, from a range of provenances 
and from Indigenous and Western frameworks, holistic, community-based archives would 
give expression to the interconnectedness of knowledge traditions. 

An integrated archival model would also provide a framework for many of the other findings 
of this research to be pursued: 

● for prevailing archival frameworks, rights protocols, systems and technologies to be 
assessed against the needs of Koorie communities and adopted, modified or 
abandoned, 

● for communities to take responsibility for their own records including responsibility for 
records being created now, 

● for communities to make connections between various components of the archive in 
a manner which expresses their perceptions about trustworthiness and reliability. 

Finally, such a model enables knowledge to be linked to place or community. This research 
has raised a question about the relevance of the physical relationship between knowledge, 
the various documents or objects in which it is contained, and the place where it is kept. 
More research is needed to fully understand the extent to which virtual solutions - electronic 
interfaces which give the appearance of bringing together disparate records - can fully 
address this need. The issue of virtual ‘space’ is the subject of much contestation. 
(Johanson, et. all., 2002). 

Features of a community-based Koorie archives model 

Participant 69, Stage 1 

"I don't have a problem with [the Koorie Heritage Trust housing recorded oral memory] but I 
also think that each community should have their own Keeping Place. I think that the 
Bringing Them Home support workers should be the ones that look after it … Then we could 
do joint projects with the KHT where if the local community are happy for a copy to be there, 
or it could be a project every couple of months or once a year or something like that and you 
have a day and they bring all their elders and community members there and they can have 
a day of watching all the information and history. That's a bit of an idea that's come out of my 
head now. I do think that each community should look after their own as a part of the 
protocol in their community." 

 



Participant 77, Stage 2 

"you can’t really write policies and procedures about these things [seeking permission to use 
a photo in a display] because they’re so, they’re based on so many variants and you can’t 
write a little script for how you go about doing these things because they are informal and 
you’re relying on people’s knowledge that isn’t documented, like you’re asking people you 
work with who’s related to who and who should I get for Aunty Such-and-Such’s photo? And 
there’s no central written information on that and with politics in different communities and 
families, that’s not written down, that’s all … And even politics with your organisation’s 
relationship with different families is something you know working here that won’t be passed 
on, won’t be passed on through documentation and things." 

Participant 21, Stage 1 

"Interviewer: Can you say why you wouldn’t want the Co-op involved [in recording or housing 
stories]? 

Because it’s personal, nothing to do with them." 

Participant 94, Stage 2 

"You don’t realise how [a community will have an archivist] for 12 months and the funding 
will go away for another five years and then it will come back in for another 12 months and 
they’ll just get it all going again and that position goes, because if they’re not ongoing 
positions, and considered to be ongoing and they have to be kept filled, you’re back to hitting 
your head up against a brick wall." 

Participant 37, Stage 1 

"And also so you keep the story as it was supposed to be originally as a story. Get rid of the 
stuff like "the memory could have been this and this and this". Forget that. Look beyond that 
at what is being told. This is the person's story, so stop judging them as being forgetful or 
things like that. Just look at the story. To them it's real." 

Participant 90, Stage 2 

"Yeah we have to try and lobby, or talk, to get a commitment from the government - state 
and/or federal - for a continuation, because of all the times they’ll say, “Yeah we’ll give you 
the funding to establish,” but they won’t do the follow-up." 

A preliminary list of requirements for holistic, community-based Koorie archives can be 
drawn from this research, although many aspects of this model need further investigation: 

● Community-based Koorie archives need to ‘bring records together virtually’ making 
dispersed records of a variety of forms and sources available via one gateway. There 
are a number of digital technologies (Web 2.0, peer-to-peer technologies) and 
models of federated, distributed and virtual archives and libraries repositories which 
could support this. Comparative studies could be made of a number of 
implementations in Indigenous, minority and post-colonial contexts including the 
Desmond Tutu Archive, the Nelson Mandela Memory Programme, the Black Cultural 
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Archive (UK), the Testbed for the Redlining Archives of California’s Exclusionary 
Spaces and current projects with an Australian Indigenous context including the Ara 
Irititja Archival Project. 

● A socio-technical model is needed which enables relative, transaction-based 
application of rights and obligations relating to custody, control and access. 

● A sound rights management environment needs to be established. The existing 
socio-legal framework needs to be applied to maximising community control over 
archives as far as possible, and recommendations for possible reform need to be 
made where the current framework is insufficient (see also Outcome 3: New 
Approaches to Rights and Responsibilities in Koorie Knowledge). 

● The model needs to support the recovery of Koorie knowledge from government 
records. This requirement is explored further in the following section of this report - 
‘Outcome 5: Setting the Record Straight’ 

● The model needs to include options for the storage and preservation of text-based 
records, photos and audio records created by individuals and organisations. There 
are currently few options for the preservation of these records, which are outside the 
jurisdiction of the major archival institutions. 

● There are a range of management and sustainability issues to be addressed 
including the need for suitably trained and experienced Indigenous staff, developing 
and sustaining the necessary technical infrastructure and policy environment, 
ensuring a community-based model is resourced for the long term and does not 
collapse once its initial funding is exhausted. 

● Further community consultation needs to focus on the contribution of ‘central’ Koorie 
organisations (for example the Koorie Heritage Trust) and local, community-specific 
bodies to community-based archives, along with the support which government and 
other institutions can offer. The issue of trust is again at the heart of these questions. 
Many participants in the research envisage an approach based on place and 
community, perhaps building on the heritage centres which already exist in some 
regions or using the major former missions as a structure for federated 
community-based archives. However concerns are also expressed about the 
resources, expertise, politics and family relationships within local structures. 
Participants also note that the extent of movement of families between missions 
would mean that families may identify with more than one region or mission. 
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Outcome 5: Setting the Record Straight 

Introduction 

Participant 32, Stage 1 

"Set the record straight. I wouldn't feel too bad about that idea at all. That's one thing that 
needs to be bloody well done because these bastards have gone way over the fence. No, 
there needs to be an answer to them … 

Interviewer: We're thinking about that sort of way… 

To even up the injustices. Put the record straight." 

Participant 81, Stage 2 

"You can’t touch the records whatsoever. You can get copies… but you can’t rewrite the 
write." 

This section proposes a system - a technology and surrounding policies and protocols - to 
enable individuals to record their own narratives and link them to records. We refer to this as 
a Koorie Annotation System. Broadly this proposal supports two major directions of this 
report: 

● It contributes to the integration of Koorie knowledge, 
● It addresses the strongly expressed desire of Koorie people to be able to challenge 

the errors or limitations of institutional records. 

A Koorie Annotation System as a tool for integrating Koorie 
knowledge 

Participant 57, Stage 1 

"Look what I'd like to see when you do these stories and go around and speak to people, 
that they can actually expand further to it, add to it, what they've heard from me or whoever 
else. "Oh yes I remember that", and it sparks off their memory, and you can add to it. And so 
the story gets ongoing and ongoing, so you're just not the only one telling the story." 

Central to the proposal for community-based, community managed Koorie archives in the 
previous section of this report is a recognition of the interrelationship between a variety of 
sources of Koorie knowledge. This research project began with the premise that Koorie 
knowledge systems are predominantly oral in nature and Western ones predominantly 
textual. As our research has progressed we have found this dichotomy inadequate. Orality 
and text (along with other Western forms) have aspects of each other embedded within 
them, and participants in this research have provided many examples of the interplay 
between the two in the building, maintaining and transmitting of Koorie narratives. A Koorie 
Annotation System gives expression to the interrelationship between all sources of Koorie 
knowledge. It will therefore enable a Koorie community to build an integrated archive in a 

 



way which reflects their own judgements about the relationships between and reliability of 
‘official’ and ‘community’ knowledge. 

A Koorie Annotation System as a tool for challenging the 'official' 
record 

Participant 64, Stage 1 

"That's right, just to put the record straight. “That wasn't the way it happened. This is the way 
it happened”. People want to pussyfoot around the truth. To know what effect it had on that 
person. To read something that is incorrect is pretty hard because you know that wasn't the 
way it happened. If you can have your chance to be heard, then definitely." 

The ability to be able to address the errors or limitations of institutional records - to set the 
record straight – was one of the most loudly and consistently expressed desires of 
participants in this research. Many interviewees saw value in differing versions of events 
co-existing and informing each other. However, interviewees generally place greater trust in 
the oral versions of events told within their family and would like to be able to record these 
versions alongside the ‘official’ record. Storytelling is dynamic in nature; there are many 
versions of events, not simply just one ‘official’ version and one family or oral version. 
Enabling this layering and variety of perspectives to be captured would support the ambit 
and fluidity of Koorie storytelling. 

A right to know, a right of reply 

Participant 43, Stage 1 

"I know a lot of Aboriginal people get very upset when they look at their files and they look at 
the words that were used by the social workers of the time, or why people were taken away. 
And it's just purely from the policies of that era and then if Aboriginal people had a chance to 
be able to say: ‘It wasn't like that at all. Yes, I was dirty and I didn't have food, but I was well 
loved and cherished’. So that you get that equal perspective." 

Participant 32, Stage 1 

"My sister went and got her file from Human Services and she was so upset. She was so 
upset about the things they said to her. One minute she was winning a prize for being top of 
her grade and then the next minute she's slow and dumb like the rest of us Aboriginal 
people. Shocking stuff you know. I said I wouldn't really take notice of it. It's all just 
tommyrot." 

Participant 50, Stage 1 

"I think that [facility of adding to records] should be at the forefront of everything. There are 
always two sides to the story. Unfortunately we live in a society where whoever tells their 
story first is believed, and the person telling it second is trying to cover up a lie." 

 



The notion that individuals should be able to challenge and correct ‘official’ records about 
themselves is not new, nor limited to Indigenous Australians. Freedom of Information law 
embodies the principle that individuals have a right to request that incorrect or misleading 
information about them be amended or removed from records (although it does not 
recognise this right in relation to one’s deceased family members). The Bringing Them 
Home report also recognised the need for people affected by forcible removal to correct 
information on their file: 

People may be entitled to write a statement correcting false information and have the 
statement put on their file. However no information, even false information, can or should be 
deleted. There is much value in retaining even false information, as well as derogatory and 
racist language, so that the true quality of administration can always be understood. (Human 
Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 1997, Chapter 16.) 

The desire to set the record straight is a feature of many post-colonial and/or 
post-surveillance societies whose citizens subsequently gain access to records about their 
lives. It is also a recognised component of a ‘right to know’ about past events in the 
aftermath of instances of human rights violations. The Joinet-Orentlicher principles (and the 
previous Joinet principles) were adopted in 1997 by the United Nations Commission on 
Human Rights. They are applied in efforts to combat impunity in instances of violations of 
human rights and/or international humanitarian law. They codify the right to know (along with 
the right to justice and the right to reparation) and set out a number of principles to support 
this right. Several of these concern the preservation of, and access to, records. Principle 17 
relates to ‘archives containing names’ and includes the following measure: 

A system for exercising a 'right of reply' 

Participant 9, Stage 1 

"if you're viewing stuff right back in the mission days, it's pretty heart wrenching. I'm saying 
this because I watched a nineteen year old back in the eighties again with Freedom of 
Information that she obtained and it was just bloody terrible. … She actually got the 
information and was reading it and I was there. And, My God. … Comments, very 
judgemental. It wasn't about her, it was about her mother. … her mother had come to the 
orphanage to access her and it was denied, and she thought her mother didn't want anything 
to do with her. … When I read that information with the young girl of nineteen, the welfare 
officer at that time had made his own judgemental view and I would have loved to be able to 
add: ‘How could anybody say "It looks to me as if she has been with any Tom, Dick or 
Harry". Hello! How can you?’" 

A Koorie Annotation System would enable Koorie people to comment upon the inaccuracies 
or limitations of institutional records, to contribute family narratives which expand upon or 
give context to institutional records and to present their version of events alongside the 
official one. We identify many benefits in such a facility: 

● It offers a powerful way for Koorie communities to limit the ongoing potency of 
records which have governed their lives. A well designed Koorie Annotation System 
would reflect the greater trust Koorie people have in non-institutional archives 

 



(including oral records) by treating annotative narratives as records in themselves 
rather than as appended commentaries. 

● It does this without disrupting the context of the original records. 
● It opens up new entry points and ways of engaging with archives. 

It has the potential to address the fragmentation of Koorie archives by enabling disparate 
records to be linked by annotations. Along the way, it does in fact provide a means of 
archiving some oral memory. 

Features of a Koorie Annotation System 

Participant 35, Stage 1 

"That's why if you put it down in written words, it's choosing what's right. And that's why you 
are better off having videos of people telling the story. And telling it from their heart." 

We envisage a web-based system which is separate but linked to other system(s) housing 
the records available to be annotated (these records will obviously need to be available 
online). The system would provide: 

● an interface with the records-holding system(s), enabling them to be searched and 
individual records to be viewed, 

● tools for creating annotations and linking them to specific records housed in the 
records holding system(s), 

● a means to control access to annotations, probably involving the ability to provide 
multiple views, or redactions, of an annotation for various individuals and groups, 

● integration into external systems which provide access to the records which have 
been annotated, so that, where desired, annotations and annotated records are 
displayed together. 

Socio-technical and socio-legal issues 

Participant 62, Stage 1 

"it goes back to defining what you want to use it for would really determine who has right of 
access … those who contribute to it should ultimately have access to it. But in terms of 
broader access and who wants to be able to use it, those sorts of things need to be clearly 
defined up front. What does it mean when I depart this world? There could be sensitive 
information that could harm or upset people. So we must be really clear about what we're 
using it for, who gets access to it and who should have access to it, and what purpose they 
can use it for." 

Participant 49, Stage 1 

"Interviewer: Do you think there might also be community stories that might be restricted on 
the basis of gender or age? 

 

 



I guess that might be possible, but I couldn't really see somebody committing a story [like 
that] to tape." 

Participant 51, Stage 1 

"Interviewer: Any other sorts of separations, maybe to do with gender, men's business and 
women's business or is that not so obvious? 

No not in such an organised way. Not like initiations and that sort of thing. More of a social 
thing." 

Participant 83, Stage 2 

"I actually think you’re going to have a lot of problems with defining community and that thing 
about who belongs to which community, sometimes it’s about who’s actually got the power 
balance in communities and who’s excluded. And to me something like this should be for 
everyone, so I think it’s going to be really hard to work that out in an equitable way … the 
idea of it is actually really great, but the reality of it is it’s actually got a lot of issues which are 
really… I mean we haven’t solved them yet so, you know, how can you do that?" 

Participant 37, Stage 1 

"[When oral history is written down or audio-recorded] You lose the emotion because when 
you look at people you can feel how they feel. You can see how that affected them. When 
you write it down you can't see that. All you see is facts. So with Aboriginal history and 
culture you need to see their emotion and you need to see their reaction for you to feel it. So 
you do lose that part of it." 

Participant 40, Stage 1 

"I think the Koorie Heritage Trust would be good [for keeping recorded stories] because if 
you've got a big family, they'd start fighting over it and someone would move and they'd end 
up losing it. So at least it's there and then your family can have access." 

Participant 10, Stage 1 

"Well if it was in Victoria I'd expect an organisation like the Koorie Heritage Trust to come 
and do it and I don't think I'd be giving my information away to anybody else. If there was an 
approach made from Aboriginal Affairs Victoria, I think I'd say "See ya"." 

Participant 36, Stage 1 

"Now the story of Blaxland, Wentworth and Lawson: the story that comes down through the 
Aboriginal line is that these people tried to go over the Blue Mountains at the same time 
every year, ceremony time, so they weren't allowed to go through. At the final attempt they 
went at a different time of the year, so the Aboriginals allowed them. So they ‘discovered’ the 
Blue Mountains. Of course they couldn't go through when it was a ceremony. They went at a 
different time of the year, they were allowed to go through. Everything is about discovering. 
They didn't discover anything. Never did it on their own. They would never have survived on 
their own. Yes, it is very important to have it done [record other versions]. The real story." 

 



Participant 44, Stage 1 

"We often hear the same person's story over and over and there are hundreds of us out 
there with our own individual story." 

There are several issues to be considered or researched further in the development of a 
Koorie Annotation System: 

Ownership of intellectual property in the annotations. It will be essential to ensure that 
individuals or communities retain intellectual property rights in the annotations they 
contribute, particularly at the point that the annotations are integrated into external records 
holding systems. Under copyright law annotations are likely to be considered new material 
rather than a transforming of an original work, which opens the door for licensing and 
assignment of rights by annotators. Individual contributors of annotations could adopt open 
content licensing systems such as ‘creative commons’ designed for use by creators who 
wish to allow, or even promote, the distribution or transformation of their works as long as an 
acknowledgement is given to all authors in a community. 

Management of complex rights for the creation of and access to annotations. See 
Appendix 1b Attitudes to Access and Privacy for more discussion of this. 

The extent of moderation and quality control to be applied to the annotation system. 
Clearly no-one would want the system to be the locale for offensive annotations. Less 
clearly, the more the system seeks to give rights and responsibilities to annotators the 
greater the room for dispute about the appropriateness of annotations. Stage one 
interviewees were asked about what would happen if various members of their family 
recorded conflicting versions of a story (again in the general context of recording stories, not 
specifically in relation to an annotation system). The vast majority acknowledged that this 
could happen but saw no need to try to avoid it, believing that differing opinions and versions 
of events could be respected and held in tension. On the other hand, a few interviewees, 
notably some stage two participants with experience in mediating rights management issues 
within communities, were wary of these issues, with some expressing a concern that an 
annotation system could become the source or locus of family or community strife. It would 
be helpful to explore this issue further, perhaps using some fictitious scenarios, to ensure 
that both system designers and Koorie representatives have thought through the 
implications of allowing multiple voices to be recorded. The experiences of other online 
communities would also be relevant. 

Sustainability and management of the system. Neither Koorie people nor archival service 
providers consider a government archival institution to be an appropriate host for such a 
system. For Koorie people this is linked to trust and arises from experiences such as the 
Yorta Yorta native title case (in which both government records and voluntarily-provided oral 
history were used against the Yorta Yorta community). 

Key Public Record Office staff express an interest in incorporating relevant information from 
external sources into PROV’s archival control system, and recognise the potential for their 
system to include annotative records. However they identify technical, resource and policy 
objections to pursuing this to any significant extent. 

 



There is a case to be made for community/location specific implementations of an annotation 
system so that in each instance the system can be managed and used in accordance with 
that community’s preferences and so that the annotation system becomes a site of 
community knowledge. As noted in the previous section of this report there is also a 
relationship between archive and place which needs to be explored further but which 
suggests a preference for community-based control. The challenge of this proposal is to 
make community-based annotation systems sustainable in the long term and there is a clear 
role for a ‘central’ Koorie organisation such as the Koorie Heritage Trust in matters such as 
ongoing system development, training users and sustaining relationships with records 
holding agencies. 

Trust again emerges as the key to the level of acceptance of such a system. The individuals 
involved in introducing the system need to be known and trusted, and this takes time. 
Further, the policies and processes surrounding rights management need to be trusted: Who 
owns an annotation? What rights does the owner have in relation to access to and use of an 
annotation? How are these rights (technically, legally) guaranteed? 

Many mediators and clients also highlight that in any instance when people engage with 
potentially distressing records, including the process of setting the record straight, they need 
to be supported by people they trust to help them understand and contextualise what they 
are reading and, if necessary to facilitate counselling. There must be human interaction, not 
just an individual using technology. 

View the specification for a Koorie Annotation System (pdf, 419kb).  

 

https://www.monash.edu/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/867298/kas-specification-20080327.pdf


Research Outcomes Part 3: Implications for 
Researchers and Educators 
Outcome 6: Researching Together: Rethinking the Relationship between Academia 
and Koorie Communities considers the lessons learned from this project for researchers 
and communities working together. 

Outcome 7: Education and Training for Professional Practice and Scholarship applies 
the principles and outcomes of this research to recordkeeping education and research 
training. 

Outcome 6: Researching Together: Rethinking the Relationship 
between Academia and Koorie Communities 

Introduction 

Participant 23, Stage 1 

"When I was telling people about this interview, that was the same feeling. "Just be careful 
what you say"." 

Many of the outcomes presented in this report are located at the point of engagement of 
Indigenous and Western knowledge systems. At several points the researchers point to the 
need for paradigm shifts - for socio-legal systems, institutions and information professionals 
to rethink their foundations, to learn to recognise the ways in which these foundations are 
based on, and hence preference, Western understandings of evidence and memory to the 
exclusion of Indigenous ones, and in turn, to take on board the reality that these dominant 
paradigms have contributed to the marginalisation and colonisation of Indigenous 
Australians. 

The research team was aware at the outset, at least to some extent, of an inherent tension 
in the research we were about to undertake: that it is based in one of the cornerstones of the 
Western knowledge system - academia. As the research has proceeded, however, we have 
learned much about the inadequacies of our engagement with Koorie communities and have 
recognised the need for a transformation of academic research so that its methods and 
outcomes value and embody an Indigenous worldview. 

Applying academic research protocols to Trust and Technology 

Participant 4, Stage 1 

"Interviewer: Can you tell me a bit about what kinds of stories might be entrusted to different 
groups? 

 

 



Without stepping on the toes I guess it is difficult. See I am a male talking to two females and 
it is difficult to be specific about the male specific stories." 

In general terms, protocols for academic research involving people seek to ensure that 
research reflects the values of: 

● Merit and integrity (the research must be justifiable in terms of potential benefits, 
appropriate in selection of methodologies and use of resources, conducted ethically 
by people with appropriate skills and experience). 

● Justice (there must be fairness in the involvement of participants and in access to the 
outcomes and benefits). 

● Beneficence (any risks of the research must be balanced by potential benefits). 
● Respect (research must be conducted with regard for the welfare, beliefs, opinions, 

cultural heritage, privacy of participants). (National Health and Medical Research 
Council and Australian Research Council, 2007) 

As the project was being developed standard academic research ethics approaches were 
applied to the research design. A procedure was established for gaining informed consent of 
participants and data was managed to ensure anonymity and confidentiality. Transcripts of 
interviews were returned to participants for checking and the right of participants to withdraw 
at any time was reiterated. Aware that Koorie communities have been much interviewed and 
studied by researchers sometimes with no apparent return to the community, the research 
team developed an information dissemination strategy which included sending periodical 
progress reports to participants. The project originated from within a longstanding 
relationship between the two major research partners, the Koorie Heritage Trust and Public 
Record Office Victoria, and their joint expression of the need to better deal with Koorie oral 
memory became the premise of the project. Hence the project appeared to satisfy a 
requirement to be of benefit to Koorie people. 

Beyond the direct need to satisfy formal research ethics requirements the team was aware 
that, given the nature of our topic - trusted archival systems and services for Koorie people - 
we needed from the outset to apply the very notions we were investigating. As a project 
team involving both Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers, we recognised the need to 
build relationships of trust with the Indigenous communities of Victoria and particularly with 
those members who would become a part of the research community for this project. One 
way of doing this was to establish a project Advisory Group involving Koorie community 
representatives and recordkeeping professionals to periodically review the project’s progress 
and provide feedback to the research team. 

Another way of building relationships was to engage an Elder, Diane Singh, as a research 
fellow. Initially the focus of Ms Singh’s role was community liaison; identifying and contacting 
potential participants, administering the informed consent process and being responsible for 
follow-up contact via community newsletters. 

   

 

http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/publications/synopses/e72syn.htm
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/publications/synopses/e72syn.htm


Trust and Technology as an example of academic - community 
collaboration: lessons learned 

Participant 11, Stage 1 

"We're the most studied people in the world. They've studied us for years and there was no 
consulting about it when they took our land. There was no consulting when they dug up our 
remains and took to the museums to study. There was nothing." 

Participant 53, Stage 1 

"Interviewer: So the recording might put [the storyteller] off. 

Yes, and the pain of actually talking about that. They'd have to be completely comfortable 
with talking about it. So maybe sitting in a one-to-one situation, with someone like you, or 
like the fact that Di's in the room with us and she's an Indigenous person, making sure there 
is that Indigenous presence there and making someone feel comfortable with telling a 
story…" 

Participant 3, Stage 1 

"I’m of the belief that people have done things and used it and abused it and worked it to 
death over the times. They’ve used us as guinea pigs. A lot of people have done research 
and papers and things like that. Coming from a mission I’ve been through it all. People have 
done papers and you never get feedback or access to it. I think it’s important to give 
feedback." 

The project thus began with a sincere intention to work collaboratively and respectfully with 
Koorie communities and to learn from, not just about, those communities. Without dismissing 
the points at which the research team has given effect to these intentions, we believe there 
are lessons to be learned from this particular instance of academic research based in an 
Indigenous community. 

● It takes time to build trusted research relationships. Although this project began with 
a long-standing relationship between two of the partner organisations - one a Koorie 
organisation and the other a major archival institution - relationships between the 
individuals actually doing the research and Koorie communities were on the whole 
not as well developed. The process of securing research funding does not lend itself 
to developing sustained research relationships with communities; teams of 
researchers tend to come together and engage with a community for a project which 
is funded for two or three years only. 

● A longer period of engagement between academic and community participants prior 
to the start of this project would have significantly shaped the initial direction of the 
research. We began with the premise that there was a need amongst Koorie people 
to be able to record and preserve oral memory and that there was an inadequate 
understanding of, or response to, oral knowledge on the part of archival institutions. 
The title of the project - ‘Trust and Technology: Building an archival system for 
Indigenous oral memory’ - reflects this starting point. There are many reasons why 
the project so readily adopted this as its aim, some of them to do with the need to 

 



design an attractive funding proposal. However it is clear now that a more substantial 
process of consultation and engagement with Koorie communities would have 
caused us to ask more fundamental questions. Do Koorie people actually want to 
engage with archival institutions? Do they want an archival system built for oral 
memory? In hindsight, the very foundations of the project incorporated culturally 
biased assumptions with the potential to produce an outcome that subsumed an 
Indigenous knowledge system in a Western one: ironically, the very opposite of the 
project’s intention to be culturally respectful. 

● More groundwork before commencement of the project would have significantly 
changed a key role on the project team - the Community Advisor. It was initially 
envisaged that the main focus of this role would be on liaising with participants in 
stage one of the project; identifying participants, setting up interviews and 
undertaking follow-up contact with participants. The initial project plan did not 
envisage a role for the Community Advisor beyond stage one, however problems 
with this model quickly arose. For the research team’s stated commitment to ongoing 
consultation to have any validity, Ms Singh’s role needed to extend beyond the data 
collection stage. This shortcoming was quickly rectified, with additional funding being 
found to continue the position throughout the whole project. 
 
The research team also initially underestimated the centrality of the Community 
Advisor’s role. Was it essentially a research support role - to pave the way for the 
research team to follow - or was it a role that shaped and contributed to the research 
itself? It soon became apparent that Ms Singh’s standing within Koorie communities 
placed her well to contribute much more to the design and conduct of the research 
than our initial research plan had envisaged. This in turn had the potential to enhance 
both the participants’ confidence in the project and the richness of the information 
gathered in interviews. Again, the team addressed this issue when it was identified, 
and the Community Advisor had a much more hands-on, integral role in later stages 
of data gathering and analysis. 

● Not surprisingly we found ourselves having to negotiate points of incommensurability 
between Western and Koorie community frameworks in the research process itself, 
as well as in the subject matter we were investigating. Understandings of rights of 
privacy and anonymity are strongly embedded in Western academic research ethics, 
but are based on notions of individual rights and decision-making which may not 
align with Indigenous cultures. Similarly, understandings of what constitutes informed 
consent, conflicts of interest, coercion and unequal relationships in research all need 
to be rethought. In this project, for instance, most of the participants in stage one 
were personally known to the person who recruited them and who administered the 
process of gaining informed consent - the Community Advisor. This was initially 
questioned (though ultimately supported) by the University’s Ethics Committee 
because of concerns about the possibility of Ms Singh’s relationship with participants 
compromising their free choice about their involvement. Koorie community protocols, 
however, differ completely in their approach. Being part of and/or well known by the 
communities was essential for this recruitment role: for community participants this 
relationship gave the research process more integrity and credibility. 

As often occurs with multidisciplinary applied research, an Advisory Group was formed at the 
commencement of the project. Membership reflected the various interests and expertises 

 



relevant to the project and included Koorie community representatives, recordkeepers and 
librarians representing key institutions and information technologists. A priority was to ensure 
that the Group could have input into the project without imposing too much work on busy 
people, hence meetings were infrequent. From the point of view of some members of the 
Advisory Group, meetings were too infrequent and did not provide sufficient opportunity to 
give meaningful feedback. Although all members of the group were very interested in the 
research and committed to the project’s objectives, it became evident that an alternative, or 
perhaps additional forum was needed for a community-based research project such as this 
one. In particular, the Advisory Group did not adequately represent the participants in the 
research - the interviewees. In discussion with Koorie Elders on the Advisory Group the 
research team came to the view that a reference group, composed of all participants in the 
research, was a more appropriate forum for providing feedback, seeking advice and 
validation of the research. 

Rethinking research partnerships 

Participant 43, Stage 1 

"It's no use having a story, for me, and then keeping it to yourself. But then that is so sacred 
it is only said within and to certain people within the family confines. So if someone from the 
university was to ask me, I'd say no. It is very, very selective who it be told to because you 
want that treasured. I still have a thing of seeing how historical data is questioned, how it is 
presented and interpreted, and then somehow the meaning goes out of that. So if I was to 
tell someone I would perhaps, not play it dumb, but I don't go beyond to let people know 
because that is very private." 

Direct involvement of community representatives as research partners rather than research 
subjects, is relatively new in university research communities. Current research governance 
and protocols in universities, which include the processes for ensuring that the 
responsibilities of institutions and researchers are monitored, are based on ownership 
models that do not adequately recognise legal or moral rights of community partners. Joint 
control and ownership of research agenda, data and products are complex areas that 
require negotiations between many competing interests. (Iacovino, forthcoming). 

Protocols for researching in Australian Indigenous communities have been developing within 
academia for several decades. These have attempted to apply the underlying values of 
ethical research to academic engagement with Indigenous people. However, as the above 
quote highlights, there is a limit to how far protocols steeped in Western academic tradition 
can go towards supporting community-based research. In the course of this project the 
research team has become increasingly aware of the ways in which, despite other 
intentions, the members of Koorie communities who contributed to the project have been 
positioned as subjects, not participants. Positioning academic and community participants in 
research as equal partners challenges many of the tenets of academic research institutions, 
protocols and methodologies. Some of the implications are: 

● Accepting an obligation to ensure that research funding supports community-based 
research partnerships. Funding is currently largely channelled through universities, 
resulting in short term, project-based research which is not conducive to sustained 

 



relationships between communities and researchers. Whether or not this model 
changes, university-based researchers have an ethical obligation to ensure that 
communities share control of research agendas and associated research funding. 

● New research methodologies and ethics regimes are needed to support the 
participation of communities. Positioning community and academic participants as 
equal partners involves ensuring that all voices are acknowledged and given equal 
standing. For example, anonymity - conventionally used to protect the privacy of data 
subjects and the quality of the data they contribute - may be appropriate in some 
situations, but in other instances it simply reinforces a conventional researcher-data 
subject relationship. Instead new modes of working are needed to enable the 
contribution of all participants to be acknowledged by name where appropriate. 
Similarly, concepts of research integrity, informed consent and equal relationships 
may need to be rethought. It may be that a parallel research ethics process based on 
the ethics and values of communities is needed for Koorie community research. 

● Processes for scoping and setting up research projects, securing approval and 
funding need to allow for greater consultation and engagement between academia 
and communities, to enable iterative negotiation and shared decision making about 
aims, processes, ethics, outcomes. These processes should be regarded and 
resourced as an integral part of community-based research, not as precursors to a 
formal research process. (Stoecker, 2005) 

● Alternative models of ownership for research data and outcomes are needed to 
undergird new relationships between research participants and to protect the rights 
and status of community participants. Ownership models need to ensure that 
research processes do not continue the history of colonising Indigenous knowledge 
and experience with the result that the communities involved lose control over the 
way it is used, contextualised and presented. 

Despite the tensions and struggles expressed above, there are reasons to be optimistic 
about the future of academia supported community-based research. Our expression of the 
inadequacies of current practices is far from unique, and the need for new approaches to 
researching with communities of various types is beginning to influence some university 
processes around the globe. Our experience of working and learning together enables us to 
envisage a transformation of parts of academia to make a participatory model of 
community-based research a reality. We are also confident that as the benefits to all parties 
of such a transformation are realised, new approaches will gradually become embedded 
within academic principles and processes. 

   

 



Outcome 7: Education and Training for Professional Practice 
and Scholarship 

Participant 26, Stage 1 

"Interviewer: Did you seek help from the librarian? 

No. When you're looking at something you can't take up their time. There is not always 
someone there available that can show you how to work things. You pay your money to use 
the machine and then you're sort of left to your own devices. If you don't even know what 
you're looking for or how to go about looking for what you're looking for…" 

Participant 58, Stage 1 

"I know through meeting a lot of people from the stolen generation, and actually seeing them 
get access to their records, it's quite daunting. Files and files of stuff. I've sat there when 
people have ten A4 folders about them. You don't even know that much about yourself let 
alone somebody else to write that much." 

Participant 18, Stage 1 

"It would be nice to meet up with someone who could tell us exactly what's there and show 
us where to go, then be taken to the place of each individual person which area they want to 
go into. I think it would be very important to have somebody with you and also have that little 
bit of privacy so that you could go through things yourself. I think it would be really important 
to have support there but also to have that amount of privacy if you wanted to go through 
your records, you could go through it, but at the end of you've got somebody there because 
it could turn out a bit traumatic and just need a bit of back up a bit of support." 

Participant 35, Stage 1 

"Interviewer: She talked to a lot of people? 

She did, not just family. She never talked about cultural stuff at all. Her boys played footy so 
she was involved with the footy, but she always kept that to herself. She was never in 
anybody's face or anything like that. She was great, that's why I was devastated when I 
couldn't find her birth certificate. When she passed away, as a grandchild we thought we 
would see how old Nan really really was. 

Interviewer: And there wasn't a birth certificate? 

No, and when you find the mission records that they're registered just like cattle records. 
That's a little bit devastating, because she was a person." 

Participant 56, Stage 1 

"Interviewer: So you would prefer Indigenous staff to manage the collection? 

 

 



Yes I would, because there is always training out there. If this person wasn't as good as that 
person, train them up. Make them as good as that person. It's not their fault that that person 
has had the training and they haven't. I'm sure the capacity is there for that person to be 
trained." 

The Trust and Technology research project has not directly investigated the question of 
whether the educational experiences currently available to Australian recordkeepers 
adequately support them in working with Indigenous communities. There is, however, an 
obvious direct link between the ability and readiness of practitioners to give effect to the 
directions proposed in this report and the foundational professional education and ongoing 
development undertaken by recordkeepers. Similarly there is a clear relationship between 
the readiness of researchers and research students to adopt more participatory research 
models, as proposed in the previous section of this report, and the formal and informal 
research training provided to them, and the expectations set for them, by academia. 

Three broad observations relevant to professional education arise from Trust and 
Technology. 

First, recordkeepers need an education which enables them to, and expects them to, 
recognise their own cultural perspectives and how these come into play in their work. 
Understanding that they are working within and applying a particular ontology is an essential 
first step towards recognising and embracing multiple ontologies. Recordkeepers need to be 
able to recognise the contexts in which the dominant conceptualisations and theory of their 
work have been developed, and the values on which these are based. Definitions - record, 
creator, evidence, ownership, authenticity - reflect a particular knowledge framework. 
Recordkeepers need to be able to identify the points at which this knowledge framework 
agrees with, excludes and conflicts with the ways of knowing and keeping those with 
different cultural perspectives. 

Recordkeepers also need exposure to the experiences of Indigenous Australians who have 
interacted with the dominant knowledge framework represented by mainstream archival 
institutions. These experiences should profoundly shape the perceptions and attitudes which 
recordkeepers have about the job they do. Koorie participants in this project have powerfully 
told of their experiences of using archival records and services, and many more 
recordkeeping professionals need to hear these stories directly. Some understandings which 
emerge from Trust and Technology are: 

● What it is like to use archives as part of a search for family and identity, and on 
occasion, the pivotal significance, for better or worse, of the search for and discovery 
of records. 

● The potency of records, even several generations later, and the real and lasting 
effects of the ‘archival gaze’ for individuals and communities today. 

● The breadth of Australian Indigenous knowledge, the diversity in ways of knowing 
and keeping and the dynamic relationship between institutional archives and oral 
memory. 

Initiatives to increase the participation of Indigenous Australians in archival education need 
to continue and be extended (assuming that that education is pluralistic and culturally aware 
and does not simply impose current paradigms on students). In particular, efforts to develop 

 



and sustain community-based Indigenous archives programs need Indigenous 
recordkeeping professionals who are able to work across the usual boundaries of 
institutional archives and who can continue to reshape the services and systems within 
these community-based programs and in other settings. 

Addressing the implications of this research will require educators themselves to grapple 
with a new paradigm within their own domain. Some key issues to be explored are: 

● What curriculum content is needed to make archival education more culturally 
inclusive and who should be involved in determining this? 

● What is the goal of archival education? In particular how can practitioners be 
educated to operate within a particular ontology whilst also being equipped with the 
ability to recognise its assumptions, biases and points of conflict with other 
ontologies? 

● What is the role of communities in the development and delivery of archival 
education? It is well established that academics, employers and professional 
associations are stakeholders in these processes. How can Indigenous community 
leaders also shape the curriculum and participate in its delivery? 

● How should archival educators and researchers themselves be trained? 
● Where and how should education be delivered? Is its current delivery in the academy 

and/or virtually an obstacle to making it more culturally inclusive and 
community-directed? 

● What might be the relationship of archival education programs with Indigenous 
studies programs and cultural awareness programs? 

Leading employers and professional associations as well as recordkeeping educators need 
to be involved in addressing these issues. A set of principles derived from this report should 
inform course recognition/accreditation and the expectations set by employers and 
professional associations for ongoing professional development. 

Many archival educators are already addressing the need to overhaul recordkeeping 
education to enable it to be more culturally diverse. Pluralizing the Archival Paradigm 
through Education, a collaboration involving researchers from the University of California Los 
Angeles, Monash University and Renmin University (Beijing), is an example of a current 
project examining the need for recordkeeping education that is inclusive of local and 
Indigenous knowledge and practices and is culturally sensitive and responsive. Inherent in 
this research is the understanding that integrating Indigenous knowledge and practices into 
the global paradigm within which archival theory and practice is situated will make that 
paradigm more inclusive and less in danger of being a neo-colonial force. This research 
project provides scope for the paradigmatic shifts which the Trust and Technology project 
proposes to be investigated further, particularly with regard to their implications for 
recordkeeping education. 

 

 

 

 



Appendices 

Appendix 1a: Search Room Experiences 

"Interviewer: Do you [feel at home at] the museum? 
 
Yes I do, the Bunjilaka part of it. …because my culture, I guess, is there. I can see my 
culture and I can live it there. … It’s my place. I walk around like I own it. … But I just 
couldn’t concentrate on Aboriginal history. That’s why I had to go out of those boundaries 
and go to the newspapers, etcetera, too, to see the white fella’s words as well, and the 
parliament, the government archives, because that was a major part, was the policies the 
government wrote for Aboriginal people, that was a major part of this thesis." (Participant 79, 
Stage 2) 
 
Research participants, particularly those involved in stage two, provided a rich picture of the 
experience of using the records and services of archival institutions, especially government 
archives. The frustrations associated with these experiences are on the whole not surprising 
- service providers are already aware of many of the challenges researchers face. However 
recordkeepers probably underestimate the importance of the information seeking process 
and, on occasion, the pivotal significance (for better or worse) of the search for and 
discovery of records in the lives of their clients. 
 
A couple of (Koorie) interviewees who have made extensive use of government archives 
highlight their potential to contribute to a different picture of Indigenous experience and 
achievement than the picture we may expect to get from government records. Archives, 
these researchers say, are under-used, with the same small set of records relied on over 
and over again. 
 
"There’s one thing I’ve noticed about archives, … and it’s the problem of us not using them. 
Did you know, in the 1800s, the top three - no two of the top 10 schools in this state were 
actually Aboriginal missions? … There are reports that say in two schools in particular, one 
in Gippsland and one at Coranderrk, that some of the top schoolchildren in the state were 
Aboriginal. And yet for years there’s been this myth that we are not good at education. We 
are not good at maths. We’re not good at history and geography. Yet these reports say the 
opposite and for some reason, we’re not using those reports that show that, to 
counterbalance what is mythology about us today. … That’s where I think archives could be 
good for us. It can help increase our pride and understanding that we weren’t bad at some of 
these things, we were actually quite good at it. … Those are the things. Archives can help us 
tell the truth, actually allow us to explain some of our history and actually allow us to refute 
some of the myths." (Participant 90, Stage 2) 
 
Participant 90, quoted above, goes on to say that records become an even more effective 
tool for correcting perceptions and fostering pride when balanced or supplemented by family 
stories. He also suggests that a lack of trust and confidence in archival institutions and 

 



services on the part of Koorie people has limited their use of archives. 
 
As anticipated, many interviewees have uncovered information from government archives 
which is confronting or distressing: 
 
"What I read about the daily activities as well, what the white fella would do, how they would 
control the Aboriginal people on the reserve, and then how they would separate the families 
and how they would say, ‘half-caste’ and ‘full-blood’. That’s very confronting to me. Very 
confronting, because that’s - I’m not a half-caste. I’m an Aboriginal person. And to think that 
the fellas from 35-age down, the ‘half-castes’, had to be taken off the reserve and absolutely 
had to do their own thing. They had no help. I hated that. So as I read, I had to read alone 
and I really, really cried a few times, because we’re talking about my family. This happened 
to my family, not that long ago, and to have it not even known among the communities in 
general, … black and white, was devastating to me." (Participant 79, stage 2) 
 
There is some discussion about what can be done to support researchers in such a 
situation. A private space rather than an open search room would help: 
 
"Yeah so the time when I went into the Public Records Office I had access to material and 
you couldn’t take it out of the reading room. I found that quite traumatic, sitting there reading 
the information and … I think in those instances, perhaps you should be in a cubicle or 
something like that. 
 
Interviewer: … you feel quite vulnerable. 
 
Yeah exposed generally. … Because not only did you have other people within that room, 
you had the people who are working in the Public Records Office looking back at you 
through a window and you’re on display, you know. That was a bit awkward." (Participant 78, 
Client, Stage 2) 
 
Some researchers are familiar with the notion of warning researchers (for example by 
attaching a sheet to a file cover) that a record contains offensive or insensitive material. 
However they explain the difficulty of anticipating what will cause distress as this depends 
partly on what information an individual researcher already knows. More valuable than this, 
they suggest, would be a support network so that researchers are not making distressing 
discoveries in isolation. An opportunity to ‘debrief’ with another community member who can 
help contextualise the information in government records limits the records’ potency. 
 
"You go and give [records] to them, and before that person opens up them records, you lay it 
out in the way that they’d understand what, you know, that there is going to be hardship, 
there’s going to be sorrow, there’s going to be lies in there. You can’t take it to heart. And 
you make sure that the Co-op has a counsellor ready for that individual..." (Participant 81, 
Stage 2) 
 
Notwithstanding some profoundly upsetting discoveries, the Indigenous researchers 
interviewed in stage two convey an overall appreciation of the potential of archives to 
contribute to their understanding of their personal and community history, and of the 
willingness of archival services and staff to help them. The greatest frustration reported, 

 



however, is simply the difficulty of knowing where to look for relevant records. Experienced 
Koorie researchers are aware that there are ‘buried records’ - series of records the 
relevance of which is not revealed by the provenance-based records description used by 
Australian government institutions. Interviewees, particularly those involved in researching 
Koorie family histories, recount experiences of accidental discoveries which turn out to be 
very important. There is, not surprisingly, a unanimous call for more name-based indexing, 
although a realistic understanding that this would be a task without end. These attitudes are 
common to most family history researchers, not just Koorie people, and are very familiar to 
recordkeepers also. Perhaps the extent to which Koorie people have been documented in 
archives, along with the extent to which they have lost control over other means of 
transmitting their knowledge and experience, make their needs greater, although no easier 
to address. 
 
One suggestion worth noting, made by an experienced Koorie researcher, is that institutions 
could enlarge the picture of the types of records that may be relevant to Koorie family 
researchers by facilitating a means for historians to pool their knowledge about particular 
sets of records. 
 
There is a wide range of views expressed about the value of Indigenous staff in search 
rooms: 
 
"Indigenous people feel better speaking to another Indigenous person. They'd feel more 
relaxed and the Indigenous person actually knows what they want. If they go and ask 
someone at the counter...they prefer to speak to another Indigenous person. The younger 
ones they're fine, it's more for the elderly, the elders in the community, it's easier for them to 
go to an Indigenous person. (Participant 55, Stage 1) 
 
Interviewer: Would it help if there were Indigenous employees [at the archives]? 
 
It may and it may not. There again I think you have confidentiality. Somebody knows 
somebody in the community where I think it would be better if they were non-Indigenous. 
That's my personal opinion." (Participant 27, Stage 1)  

 



Appendix 1b: Attitudes towards Access and Privacy 

"I kind of worry about the open-slather approach at the government archives that anyone can 
just come in and look at stuff, which sometimes I think that they are sensitive records and 
I’ve always kind of had a bit of a problem with that, about the fact that I’m reading this stuff 
and it’s like well anyone can come in and read this stuff!" (Participant 83, Client, Stage 2) 
 
Koorie people want to have a significant degree of control over who has access to records in 
all forms relating to them or their forebears. Factors which they would apply to these 
decisions include: 

● Features of the record itself: its age, whether it refers to a single person or many 
people, the subject matter of the record. These are components of access 
decision-making which recordkeepers are familiar with. 

● The motives and purposes behind a particular request for access to a record; ‘what 
do they want it for’, ‘what are they going to do with it’. This was strongly expressed by 
participants in the first stage of the research - more so than rules based around 
family or community relationships or an automatic divide between Koorie and 
non-Koorie people. It suggests the need for transaction-based, case-by-case 
adjudication of access and related rights. Access models in archival institutions and 
more generally in public access regimes such as freedom of information do not 
usually take these relative factors into account. 

● Many Koorie people do not accept the view (embodied in privacy and archives law 
and policy) that any sensitivities associated with a particular record cease to apply 
when the subject of that record dies. Koorie participants point to the impact which 
records - the events they relate to and the attitudes they reflect - can have many 
decades after the people directly documented in the records have died. Events 
documented are not completely in the past. Most of the clients interviewed in stage 
two recount stories of having accessed records in archival institutions about 
deceased people whose descendants were known to them, and feeling that they 
shouldn’t have been reading those records. (See Outcome 3 for further discussion of 
extending privacy rights to descendents of deceased people). 

● Protocols governing storytelling roles and relationships - secret and sacred stories 
and demarcations based on gender, age or kinship - were not strongly expressed by 
research participants. However they are relevant to some Koorie people in relation to 
some knowledge. The point was made by several interviewees that it was highly 
unlikely that custodians of stories of a secret or sacred nature would choose to 
record them. 

Layered across these factors are the complexities of family and community boundaries and 
relationships. A key issue which emerges is: ‘In making decisions about access to records, 
who represents whom and how do you find them’. Indigenous mediators, service providers 
and clients all highlighted the difficulty or determining who should be responsible for access 
and the potential for this to be contentious. A record may be significant to several members 

 



of one family and community with the individuals involved not recognising each other’s 
interests or wanting different approaches to access. This will be particularly problematic 
where a record is about a deceased family member. As emerged in stage one, there are a 
variety of approaches evident amongst stage two participants, from highly individualistic to 
approaches which reflect a sense of shared family or community responsibility (with ‘family’ 
and ‘community’ being variously bounded) with a degree of collective decision-making. The 
most common, but far from unanimous, approach attributes rights at the level of family rather 
than individual or community, with almost all participants agreeing that definitions, 
boundaries and the question of who represents the family are indeed dilemmas. 

Some participants also highlight generational differences in approach to access. Older 
people sometimes feel a sense of guilt or shame about events described in archives, 
whereas for younger generations the same events foster a sense of pride and a 
determination that injustices of the past be exposed. There are tensions within Indigenous 
communities and families around these matters. 
 
"I have looked at my files and to this very day, my mother, while she can’t read or write, 
thinks that those files say terrible things about her…They, the parent, still feels guilt, no 
matter how many times you say, “Don’t worry about it. It’s not a problem. It did not - I 
understand it didn’t happen this way”. But their feeling of guilt is such that the next 
generation inherits that and so the next oldest in the family says, “No, you cannot look at 
that. No, we cannot allow this to be said or seen”. And so therefore you’ve got this child, 
that’s now an adult, going, “Well wait on, I still want access”." (Participant 90, Client, Stage 
2) 

Koorie Heritage Trust staff involved in mediating requests for permission to use material held 
by the Trust observe that the rules about who should give permission for what are 
impossible to codify. Staff rely on their personal networks and knowledge of relationships 
within and between families, who the Elders in a particular area are and what specific role 
they play. Trust is at the heart of the process of mediating this decision-making. The extent 
to which communities/community members know and trust the Koorie Heritage Trust or 
individual staff determines the response to an access request. 
 
"…you can’t really write policies and procedures about these things because they’re so, 
they’re based on so many variants and you can’t write a little script for how you go about 
doing these things because they are informal and you’re relying on people’s knowledge that 
isn’t documented … And even politics with your organisation’s relationship with different 
families is something you know working here that won’t be passed on, won’t be passed on 
through documentation and things." (Participant 77, Service Provider, Stage 2) 

Mediating this process is very time/resource consuming, but in the view of Trust staff, 
essential. It would not be in the interests of individuals/communities to allow or require 
information seekers to approach communities directly to obtain access permission. As well 
as being next to impossible on a practical level (where would they start to figure out who to 
contact and how to find them?), the Trust accepts an obligation to ensure that the request for 
access is appropriate, not against the interests of the individual/family/community, and that 
the person giving permission understands what it is that they’re giving permission for. 
Mediation also probably overcomes the tendency for individuals to refuse access because of 

 



a lack of confidence in the information seeker and/or the process. Staff are able to help 
rights holders to think through a longer term approach to access which may mean that 
records don’t have to be closed indefinitely. 
 
"… as the institution looking after this material, we do have an ethical obligation to make 
sure we’re not setting somebody up, with a community member, who is either wanting to use 
the material inappropriately, not deliberately but just because of out of ignorance they might 
be using it in an inappropriate way, or might be trying to take advantage of an artist by using 
their artwork in multiple ways. So we kind of have an obligation to educate, make sure the 
community member understands what it is that they’re handing over or giving them the right 
to use." (Participant 77, Stage 2) 

On the other hand, a service manager expresses the view that the Koorie Heritage Trust is 
too often relied on to act as mediator between communities and cultural institutions. Many 
collecting institutions are trying to manage their Indigenous holdings better and see involving 
the Trust as a culturally sensitive approach. This is highly resource intensive for the Trust 
and it could be argued that these institutions should build the relationships and do the 
research necessary to involve communities directly.  
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