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INTRODUCTION

This guide has been designed by the Federation of Ethnic Communities’ Councils of 
Australia (FECCA) to assist multicultural organisations and migrant communities 
to effectively engage in their own reconciliation work. Reconciliation in this context 
refers to building strong relations with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
organisations and communities.

Based on feedback from member organisations, FECCA has found that there 
is growing interest from migrant communities who wish to engage with local 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. 

The guide includes engagement stages and opportunities that can be implemented 
by both larger and smaller multicultural organisations. 

Organisations can use the guide to encourage conversations around the workplace 
or within their communities to gain a better understanding of the significance of 
Indigenous communities and cultures in Australia. 

The guide only provides a general overview and is designed for multicultural 
community groups and organisations that may be new to Australia or are unfamiliar 
with Australian history or culture. 
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FOREWORD BY FECCA CHAIR 

As part of FECCA’s commitment to advancing reconciliation in Australia between 
our diverse multicultural communities and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities, we are proud to launch our Encouraging Engagement guide during 
Reconciliation Week 2020. 

After publishing our Reconciliation Acton Plan in October 2019, we have become 
increasingly aware of the need for our newest migrant communities to work together 
with the oldest Indigenous communities in Australia. 

Today, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples make up 2.4% of the total 
Australian population, that is about 460,000 out of 22 million people. In comparison, 
migrants and culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) Australians comprise of 
approximately 30% or 7.5 million of the population.1 FECCA believes that it is our 
responsibility as a CALD advocacy body to recognise and work together with Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Peoples to achieve greater access and equity for all. 

FECCA has designed this guide to encourage multicultural organisations and CALD 
communities to strengthen their relationships with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander communities. The guide includes strategies on how to engage, opportunities 
for engagement, and contextualising information that can be used by multicultural 
organisations. 

We would like to the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, 
Kullilla Art, and Reconciliation Australia for their feedback and extensive knowledge on 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander history and culture. We would also like to thank our 
members for their feedback and and input. 

We look forward to seeing all multicultural organisations, regardless of size, work with 
their local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and towards reconciliation. 

Mary Patetsos  
FECCA Chair 

1 Australian Bureau of Statistics, (2020), Australia’s population: over 7.5 million born overseas
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THE LANGUAGE TO USE 

It is important to be mindful of the language we use when referring to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people, and ensure we are being respectful and well informed. It 
is deeply offensive to use the incorrect terms and labels such as Aborigines. It is also 
incorrect to use terms such as ‘half-caste’ or ‘mixed’ as there has been a long history of 
erasing Indigenous linage in Australia. 

The terms ‘Aboriginal’ and ‘Indigenous’ have been used in colonial settings to refer 
to the first owners of the land. Aboriginal or Indigenous people are not exclusive to 
Australia but exist in communities all around the world, from parts of central Asia to 
South America. Using the full term ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander’ is considered 
good practice as it is encompassing of the diversity of language groups and cultures 
around Australia.

Similarly, terms such as:

• First Nations 

• First Peoples

• Elders (this refers to knowledge holders in the community, and may not necessarily 
refer to age) 

• Traditional Owners/Custodians (this is often used in a localised context to identify the 
Owners or Custodians of your local area)

are also acceptable as it still considers the diversity of cultures and identities that 
are being discussed.2 It is important to use capitalisation to convey respect and to 
acknowledge significance.3 In the guide, the terms ‘Indigenous’ and ‘Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander’ have been most commonly used.

2 Narragunnawali, (2020) Terminology Guide, https://www.narragunnawali.org.au/about/terminology-guide 
3 Reconciliation Australia, (2020) RAP Good Practice Guide, https://www.reconciliation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/language-

guide.pdf 
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SIGNIFICANCE OF RECONCILIATION 

The growing number of migrants in Australia today have helped to shape culture, social 
norms and politics. However, most migrants are detached from the country’s Indigenous 
history and are unaware of the Australia that existed prior to British colonisation. As 
a result, migrant and multicultural communities may also be unaware of their role in 
Australia’s reconciliation movement. 

By learning about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander history and culture, 
communities and organisations can feel empowered to take part in reconciliation. 
On an organisational level, this could refer to creating strong working relations with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community organisations. On a personal level, 
this could refer to learning more about pre-colonial history or the local Traditional 
Owners of the area. To work effectively with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
organisations, it essential is to be aware of their rich history and culture.

Aboriginal Australians come from one of the oldest living civilisations in the world. 
Paintings, tools, and weaponry found at various historic sites around Australia have 
dated back to 65,000 years ago. An estimated 750,000 to 1,250,000 Aboriginal peoples 
lived across Australia in their own diverse communities, speaking different languages 
and holding different beliefs. 

The colonisation of Australia began in 1788 with the arrival of the First Fleet onto the 
shores of Sydney. Along with laying claims to Indigenous land, settlers also carried 
foreign diseases like smallpox, influenza and syphilis. The number of Aboriginal peoples 
of Australia decreased dramatically during this period due to forced displacement, 
diseases and armed conflicts.4 The exact number of deaths is unknown because there 
were no systems in place to account for Indigenous persons, their possessions or their 
homes.

Rather than being seen as one country, Australia was broken up into over 500 different 
nations or clan groups with distinctive borders. Each clan has its own language and 
beliefs and they still exist in every major city across Australia.5 This is also why we 
sometimes refer to different Aboriginal areas as ‘country’, rather than state or city. For 
example, the FECCA office in Canberra sits on Ngunnawal Country.  

The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies has produced 
a map of Australia divided by different language groups and nations. Please note that 
the map is not definitive and borders and purposefully slightly blurred. The map can be 
viewed here. 

4 Reynolds, H. 2006, The Other Side of the Frontier: Aboriginal resistance to the European invasion of Australia, University of New South 
Wales Press LTD, pg. 126

5 Australian Government, 2020, ‘Our People’, https://www.australia.gov.au/about-australia/our-country/our-people 
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Dreamtime is a term that may be frequently used by Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Elders and communities to explain Australian history and spiritual beliefs. 
Dreamtime stories have been passed through generations and refer to everything from 
constellations in the sky to landmarks such as Uluru and the Three Sisters. These 
Dreamtime stories are still taught to young children in Australia today and you can 
access them for yourself or your organisation here.6

The Torres Strait Islands are a group 
of islands in Northern Queensland 
that form a part of modern day 
Australia. Torres Strait Islanders 
identify as ethnically different to 
mainland Indigenous Australians. 
The Torres Strait Islander culture can 
be further broken down by geography 
and language spoken, but they 
largely share a culture that has a 
heavy focus on the arts.7 

6 Dream time Kullilla Art, (2020) Dream Time Stories, found at https://www.kullillaart.com.au/dreamtime-stories/  Please note that 
Dream Time stories cannot be reproduced in any format unless consent has been given and received.  

7 Dudgeon, Pat, 2010, ‘The Social, Cultural and Historical Context of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians’, Deakin University, 
via http://hdl.handle.net/10536/DRO/DU:30058500

ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLAND FLAGS 

THREE SISTERS ROCK FORMATION IN THE BLUE MOUNTAINS, NSW. 
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Stolen Generations

8 AIHW (11 June 2019). “Children living in households with members of the Stolen Generations”. Australian Government. Australian 
Institute for Health and Welfare. 

The Stolen Generation refers to the Indigenous children who were forcibly removed from 
their families as a result of a number of government policies and laws. These policies 
were in effect from 1910 to 1970 and were aimed to forcefully assimilate the Indigenous 
population with the colonial, as well as prematurely end Indigenous lineages. 

A study by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2019) found that children  
living in households with members of the Stolen Generations are still able to 
feel the trauma of their family members.8 There are also higher incidences 
of anxiety, depression and PTSD felt by the children who were a part of the Stolen 
Generation and their families.

The Bringing Them Home Report 
was published in 1997, it traced the 
history of forced removal in each 
state and helped families share 
their stories. While some people 
were able to reconnect with their 
biological families, there are many 
who could not. The effects of forced 
assimilation policies and laws 
are still deeply felt today, creating 
what is known as intergenerational 
trauma. The Report is also a great 
resource to use if you want to learn 
more about the Stolen Generation.

Understanding the trauma faced 
by Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander communities plays a 
strong role in reconciliation and 
moving forward together. Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander 
communities and organisations 
have worked hard to address the 
ethno-specific issued faced by 
their communities. A brief list of 
major Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander organisations can be found 
at the end of this guide. 
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ENGAGING WITH ABORIGINAL 
AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER 
COMMUNITIES AND ORGANISATIONS

Engaging with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities can help multicultural 
and migrant communities learn about Australian values and history from a perspective 
that is not often shared. This is particularly relevant for newer migrant and refugee 
communities in Australia. Just as migrants and refugees in Australians appreciate 
having their histories and cultures understood, we have an obligation to understand the 
histories and cultures of Australia’s Indigenous communities. 
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Firstly, it can be helpful to acknowledge the shared experienced that migrants, refugees, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have faced. The experiences can be positive, 
such as having rich and diverse ethnic backgrounds, speciality cuisines, and following 
traditional beliefs and customs. However, there are also negative shared experiences 
such as facing racism, discrimination, and displacement that should be acknowledged. 
While it may be difficult to have conversations around racism and trauma, it is an 
essential step towards accepting histories and moving towards reconciliation.  

Secondly, engaging with local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander groups on community 
development projects can help foster long-term relationships and work towards enhancing 
social cohesion. Building positive relationships between newer migrant communities and 
Australia’s oldest communities serves to be mutually beneficial for all who are involved. 

Based on a range of studies in the Australian context, a number of effective engagement 
principles should be used by non-government organisations when working with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Communities and Organisations. The following 
strategies are further tailored to assist multicultural organisations who may be 
engaging with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Communities and Organisations for 
the first time. It is recommended that all principles are implemented cohesively for the 
most effective outcome. 

A partnership-centred approach is implemented with the goal of having all parties 
collaborate and develop a shared vision. In practice, this could start by ensuring that all 
contracts or agreements are designed to show that all parties involved have an equal 
voice and position in the partnership.9 This also helps to foster trust and mutual respect. 
It is important to recognise the expertise and knowledge of local Elders and ensure 
they feel empowered to negotiate if needed. Secondly, the project should work towards 
a mutually beneficial long-term outcome for all parties involved. Ways of ensuring this 
could include allocating sufficient time and resources to the project.10

The principle of self-determination should guide your engagement work. Indigenous 
persons or groups involved should have the flexibility to operate in a way that is 
respectful of them and their cultural protocols. Existing processes should be adaptive, 
and facilitated by people committed to Indigenous empowerment. A good way of doing 
this is to ensure that the Indigenous persons or groups are included from the initial 
planning stages of your project.11

Good engagement work should be community-lead and informed. Ideally, the members 
of your local community should express interest in working with and learning from their 
local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.12 Your local community could 
have specific questions in relation to Australia’s pre-colonial history or want to learn 
more about the systematic racism that is prevalent in current times. This will likely be a 

9 Aboriginal Peak Organisations Northern Territory, National Congress, SAF.T, NTCOSS & ACOSS (2013), Principles for a Partnership-
Centred Approach for NGOs Working with Aboriginal Organisations and Communities in the Northern Territory 

10 Raymond I, McDonnell C & Wilson G 2012, NSW Aboriginal Health Promotion Program: lessons learned and ways forward, NSW Public 
Health Bulletin, vol. 23(4), pg. 57–8

11 Janet Hunt 2013, Engagement with Indigenous communities in key sectors, AIHW, Canberra.
12 Smith, J.A., Larkin, S., Yibarbuk, D. and Guenther, J., 2017. What do we know about community engagement in Indigenous education 

contexts?. In Indigenous pathways, transitions and participation in higher education (pp. 31-44). Springer, Singapore.
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two-way process, particularly if you represent a newer migrant community in Australia. 
Local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities may also want to learn more 
about your history and cultural background. This approach ensures that the views of 
the whole community, whether migrant or Indigenous, can be explored. Read about 
Diversitat’s Dyrreem Klo Project further down in the guide for a real community example. 

One of the most effective ways of achieving good engagement work is to create a 
culturally competent workplace. Similar to how multicultural communities around 
Australia are diverse in their beliefs and values, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities do not share the same cultures, history, or language.  

It is important for multicultural organisations to undertake cultural competency 
workshops and training to better understand the diversity people within the diversity of a 
group. Cultural competency practices are generally designed to ensure cultural diversity 
and difference are considered in all aspects of an organisation’s work. Organisations 
with high levels of cultural competence foster successful, diverse workforces, using 
cultural difference as a strength for more effective decision-making, innovation and 
adaptability. They also understand the needs and preferences of a diverse range 
of consumers and provide products and services that are appropriate, accessible 
and inclusive. In an Indigenous context, a good starting point for your organisation 
could be conducting a research exercise into the Traditional Owners of your area and 
understating historical backgrounds of the tribe. 

FECCA has produced a Multicultural Cultural Competency Guide that can be found on 
our website to help you find suitable training for your team. 
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR ENGAGEMENT 
WITH ABORIGINAL AND TORRES 
STRAIT ISLANDER COMMUNITIES 
AND ORGANISATIONS

All organisations can and should build the capacity to engage with local Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander communities. It is especially beneficial for multicultural 
organisations to engage with their local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities 
as this helps to foster a stronger sense of belonging and social cohesion. Celebrating and 
acknowledging Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities as first Australians 
within your multicultural organisation will promote awareness of Australia’s history within 
your community. Doing so can develop a deeper understanding of Australia’s history  
pre-colonisation and a new appreciation of where migrants fit into Australia today. 

13ENCOURAGING ENGAGEMENT: Consultation Draft



The following actions and ideas can act as a stepping stone to learning more about 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander history and culture, while also actively engaging 
with the community. 

Developing a Reconciliation Action Plan helps your organisation to set practical and 
achievable goals that lead towards creating social change and economic opportunities 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples. FECCA published its Reflect RAP in 
October 2019 and this can be viewed on our website. There are four types of RAPs that 
an organisation can develop depending on what stage of the reconciliation journey they 
are on. Currently, over 1,000 organisations around Australia have created their own 
RAPs. By creating a RAP, your organisation becomes a part of a national community 
of organisations who have committed to doing the same. Visit reconciliation.org.au for 
more information on how to create your own RAP. Reconciliation Australia staff can also 
be contacted to guide organisations through the entire process of creating a RAP. 

Reconciliation Week is celebrated annually from 27 May to 3 June. These dates 
commemorate two significant milestones in the reconciliation journey; the 1967 referendum 
that recognised Aboriginal Australians in the Constitution, and the High Court Mabo 
decision that recognised Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have native title 
rights. Celebrating Reconciliation Week can be as straightforward as updating social media 
and website banners, or adding a new signature block to organisation emails. Reconciliation 
Australia publishes all necessary collateral on their website every year free of charge.

NAIDOC Week is another prominent observance in the Australian calendar. It is held in the 
second week of July and celebrates the history, culture and achievements of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples. An accessible way of celebrating NAIDOC Week and 
showing support of your local Indigenous communities can be by displaying the National 
NAIDOC Poster around the office. These posters change every year and are available on 
the NAIDOC website free of charge. To increase engagement, your organisation can host 
local Indigenous Elders for a morning tea and start a conversation around multicultural 
and Indigenous relations. To increase cultural competency, you can organise and an 
excursion to visit a local Indigenous site of significance. The NAIDOC website has a 
comprehensive list of ideas and activities designed for organisations of all sizes. 

A Welcome to Country shows respect to the Indigenous Australians of your local area. 
It must performed by a local Indigenous Elder to welcome visitors to the land. It is also 
said to protect visitors for the duration of their stay. 

The protocols or customs relating to a Welcome to Country are diverse and will vary 
from region to region. It may be done through a simple statement, or may be a more 
elaborate song, dance or ceremony. A Welcome to Country is conducted at the beginning 
of an event or function. Continuing this Indigenous tradition for your own events shows 
respect towards the Traditional Owners of your area.13

A Smoking Ceremony is performed at major events and works to cleanse the space the 
event is taking place in. The Ceremony in conducted by an Indigenous Elder and involves 
burning native plants to produce a smoke that has cleansing properties. 

13 Welcome to Country & Acknowledgement of Country - Creative Spirits, retrieved from https://www.creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/
spirituality/welcome-to-country-acknowledgement-of-country
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An Acknowledgement of Country can be provided by non-Indigenous persons and 
serves to show respect to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians as being 
the Traditional Owners of the land. The following statement can be used at the begging 
of team meetings or smaller events, where a full Welcome to Country or Smoking  
Ceremony is not appropriate: 

“I/We would like to begin by acknowledging the Traditional Owners of the land on 
which we meet today. I/We would also like to pay my respects to Elders past and 
present, and emerging.”

If you know the Traditional Owners of your local area, it is important to name them. Use 
the links below to find the Traditional Owners in your state. 

The ACT government has a list of Elders who can be contacted to perform the 
ceremony. You can access the list here. 

The Victorian government has an interactive map that displays the different 
Traditional Owners around the state. View the map here. 

Find information on how to conduct a Welcome to Country in metropolitan New 
South Wales here.

In the Northern Territories, you can make a booking for an Elder to perform a 
Welcome to Country through this website.

In South Australia, the City of Adelaide has complied a contact of Kaurna people 
and groups approved by the Kaurna Nation Cultural Heritage Association to 
conduct Welcome to Country. This can be accessed here.

For those in Queensland, there is a regional map and contact number that 
organisations can call when wanting to host a Ceremony. Details can be found here.
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THE DYRREEM KLO PROJECT 

Diversitat is a community service organisation based in Geelong, Victoria that supports 
multicultural communities in the region. Diversitat’s recent art project, called the 
Dyrreem Klo (Frog in Wathaurong language and Drum in Karen-(Frog Drum), celebrates 
the relationship and partnership between the Ku Loo arts group and the Wathaurong 
Aboriginal Cooperative. The Ku Loo arts group is made up of a group of Karen and 
Karenni elderly community members who enjoy weaving,  traditional forms of creating 
cloth or baskets in many parts of South Asia. The Karen and Karenni community 
in Geelong is one of the many new and emerging migrant groups in Australia.  The 
Wathaurong peoples are the Traditional Owners of Geelong and the Bellarine Peninsula 
regions in Victoria. 

TOP: THE KULOO ART GROUP AND WATHAURONG ABORIGINAL COOPERATIVE IN FRONT OF THE DYEERRM KLO WATER FEATURE 
BOTTOM AND RIGHT:UNVEILING OF WATER FEATURE
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Diversitat began their engagement work with the Wathaurong Aboriginal Cooperative 
through informal lunches and by extending invitations to cultural events. For this art 
project, facilitators included a series of workshops to allow the Ku Loo group and 
Wathaurong community to learn more about each other and build relationships. They 
also organised excursions to various local landmarks around the neighbourhood, 
including sacred Indigenous sites. Both groups also shared significant historic parallels 
that allowed them to connect with one another on a deeper level. Karen and Karenni 
peoples are from an ethno-linguistic minority in Myanmar, and many have had to 
flee their country after facing persecution. As refugees they have suffered a similar 
displacement from their indigenous lands, like the Wathaurong peoples of Geelong. 

The larger aim of the program was to create mutual understanding and engagement 
and celebrate cultural heritage as intrinsic to identity by creating a water feature at 
Diversitat Healthy Living Centre. Throughout the design process, both groups described 
elements of their respective cultures to each other through storytelling and displaying 
cultural artefacts. Language barriers were addressed through pictures, sharing of 
environmentally special places, bilingual and bi-cultural workers, and shared sheets 
of symbols. When language is a barrier visual and immersive communication is very 
effective.

A member of the Wathaurong group also shared the Dream Time story of Tiddalick 
the Frog. In the story, a large frog drinks all the water from the billabongs and rivers, 
leaving the other animals thirsty. The animals devise a way to make the frog laugh so 
that the water returns from his mouth back into the waterways and lakes. Notably, the 
frog is significant in Karen culture as well. Traditional bronze cast drums are referred 
to as frog drums because of the sound they make. A chorus of frogs (or voices of the 
people,  combine together to represent  strength in numbers). Significantly the drum 
is featured on the Karen and Karenni national flags. The finished art piece was named 
‘Dyeerrm Klo’, meaning frog in the Wathaurong and drum in Karen languages. The 
group named the piece themselves through a facilitated workshop. The glass was made 
by Wathaurong Glass manufacturers-toughened and strong and a unique design.

The completed water feature, with its seating area, graces the entrance to Diversitat 
Aged Support Healthy Living Centre Building and welcomes all to enter equally and 
respectfully. Or sit a while,  and take in the beauty of the garden area and run your 
fingers across the textured surface of the glass, cascading with water, and contemplate 
all that was and all that could be. 
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ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT 
ISLANDER ORGANISATIONS

Refer to the following peak bodies and national organisations for more information 
about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander history, culture, and communities. 

The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Studies works to develop, preserve and provide access to a 
national collection of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander  
culture and heritage. 
Visit their website here: aiatsis.gov.au/

The Healing Foundation is an Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander organisation supporting the healing of Stolen Generations 
survivors, families and communities.
Visit their website here: healingfoundation.org.au

The National Aboriginal Community Controlled Health 
Organisation (NACCHO) is the national leadership body for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health in Australia. It provides 
advice and guidance to the Australian Government on policy and 
budget matters while advocating for community-developed health 
solutions that contribute to the quality of life and improved health 
outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.
Visit their website here: www.naccho.org.au

The National Aborigines and Islanders Day Observance 
Committee (NAIDOC) can have its  origins traced to the 
emergence of Aboriginal groups in the 1920’s which sought to 
increase awareness in the wider community of the status and 
treatment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians. 
Visit their website here: www.naidoc.org.au

Reconciliation Australia is an independent, not-for-profit organisation 
that works towards a just, equitable and reconciled Australia. They 
also designed the Reconciliation Action Plan framework. 
Visit their website here: www.reconciliation.org.au

The Secretariat of National Aboriginal and Islander Child Care 
(SNAICC) is the Australian peak body for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children. SNAICC works for the fulfilment of the 
rights of children, to ensure their safety, development and wellbeing
Visit their website here: www.snaicc.org.au
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