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First Nations Conference 2023
ANZSOG’s First Peoples to All Peoples conference was held in Meanjin Brisbane 
from 1-3 March, 2023. Over 750 in-person attendees (plus hundreds of others 
online) heard from over 20 First Nations speakers in a series of plenaries, panels 
and yarning circles discussing First Nations administration in Australia and 
Aotearoa New Zealand.

The conference examined First Nations policy through the lenses of Australia’s 
National Agreement on Closing the Gap commitments, particularly the four Priority 
Reforms, as well as the New Zealand Public Service Act 2020, which now clearly 
sets out the responsibility of the public service, particularly its leadership, in 
supporting the Crown’s relationship with Māori under the Treaty of Waitangi.

A range of First Nations speakers from Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand will 
share their insights and experience of how transformative approaches that include 
First Nations knowledges, perspectives and values, can serve the wider public and 
First Nations interests.

The conference was divided into four sessions, based on the four Priority Reforms:

All presenters will help conference participants explore four key themes:

• formal partnerships and shared decision-making,

• building the First Nations community-controlled sector,

• transforming government organisations,

• shared data and access to information.

The following is a brief summary of the conference.



Day 1 – Wed, 1 March 2023
We began the Conference with a Welcome to Turrbal and Jagera Country from Shannon 
Rusca, and a team of First Nations musicians and dancers. We learnt about some of the 
history of Meanjin and its Aboriginal culture. We then heard a response from the 
Aotearoa New Zealand delegation, spoken and sung in te Reo.

The first afternoon featured addresses and panels from ministers, senior First Nations 
public servants and NGO leaders on the theme of formal partnerships and shared 
decision-making.

Linda Burney

Minister for Indigenous Australians Linda Burney’s video message spoke of the Australian 
Government’s focus on Closing the Gap, and meeting the targets that were re-designed 
by all Australian Governments and the Coalition of Peaks in 2020. She spoke of the 
disgrace of having First Nations communities without drinkable water, and the 
opportunity we have to fix this. She said she hoped attendees would return to their 
workplaces re-energised and full of confidence, confident to build shared partnerships 
that empowered local communities.

Kelvin Davis

Her Aotearoa New Zealand counterpart Kelvin Davis, Minister for Maori/Crown Relations 
spoke of his determination to make government agencies in Aotearoa New Zealand 
understand Māori culture and work towards equitable outcomes for Māori. 

He began by telling of his great-great-great-grandfather a signatory to the Treaty of 
Waitangi, and asked if he would have signed if he had known of the betrayal of the 
Treaty’s principles by the Crown, and the dispossession of Māori?

Minister Davis said focus on the Treaty should be on Article Three – which gives Māori 
full rights and protections. All government agencies need to work to address poverty, 
over-incarceration and poor health and education outcomes. Te Arawhiti/the Office for 
Māori Crown Relations, works with agencies to make sure they meet commitments to 
Māori. Policies in Corrections have lowered incarceration rates for all New Zealanders, 
Agencies in Child Protection are transferring power and resources to communities, and 
schools have a target of tripling the number of Māori children learning in te Reo.

He said that policies that were ’good for Māori were good for New Zealand’ and that he 
wanted all public servants to be ‘somewhere on the Bridge’ that linked Pakeha culture 
with Māori culture, rather than relying on Māori to cross the Bridge to the Crown side.



Day 1 – continued
Jody Broun

Our third speaker was National Indigenous Australians Agency chief executive Jody 
Broun, who spoke of the value of the Voice in recognising First Nations in the Australian 
constitutions and preventing policies such as the NT intervention and child removal. She 
said NIAA was, and would continue to be, involved in myth-busting and sharing 
information about the Voice in the leadup to the Referendum.

She said that alongside this work the NIAA would continue to work to transform 
governments through the Closing the Gap targets, and said that there was a fundamental 
shift in the way governments were working in Australia.

Glenn Webber

Glenn Webber, acting Chief Executive Officer of Te Arawhiti/the Office for Māori Crown 
Relations, spoke of the belief that changing outcomes in First Nations policy meant 
changing the system. He said that governments are complex, adaptive systems and the 
way to change it was to : ‘Try new things, you do it and see what happens. If you like 
what you see, do more of it. If you don’t try something else’. He said that he hoped 
attendees got some ideas that they could take back to their jurisdictions.

Panel session – Formal Partnerships and Shared Decision-Making

Our first panel of the conference looked at partnerships, with Fiona Cornforth, CEO of the 
Healing Foundation, and Dr Chris Sarra, Director-General of the Queensland 
Government’s Department of Seniors, Disability Services and Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Partnerships.

A broad ranging discussion focused on the importance of building respectful 
partnerships, that genuinely devolved power to local communities.

Ms Cornforth said that the way governments were structured did not support the kind of 
conversations that were needed to happen to build relationships, which were necessary 
before conversations about solutions. 

Dr Sarra said that policy needed to be made in partnerships, and with a recognition that 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people knew their own circumstances, and that 
problems in communities were not that totality of experience, and the focus should shift 
to the resilience and agility of Aboriginal people and their culture -which should be seen 
as a gift to Australia.
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Day 2 – Thurs, 2 March 2023
Morning session

The opening Plenary and Panel of the second day focused on Building the community 
controlled sector and looked at the value of First Nations controlled organisations in 
developing policy and services. We heard from speakers from Australia and Aotearoa 
about the changes in government mindset, and the practical work needed to shift power 
and control to First Nations controlled organisations.

Donnella Mills

Donnella Mills, Chair National Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisation 
(NACCHO) said that governments needed to recognise that they did not have the 
answers, and that Indigenous people would ’work harder than anyone else to take care of 
our people’. She said that we needed structural reform to change the way that power 
was distributed, and that the National Agreement on Closing the Gap was part of this.

She said for public servants: “If the National Agreement isn’t on your desk. If you can’t 
rattle off these key priority reforms, if your department does not have resources for it –
you need to lean in, and quickly. We are now in a new way of operating and we expect 
you to meet the obligation under the National Agreement.” 

Ms Mills said that media coverage and political debate about issues in Alice Springs 
ignored long-term underinvestment in housing and education and a history of decisions 
made by governments without proper engagement and consultation with Aboriginal 
communities. She said that to devolve power we need to recognise that racism is the 
basis of where that power comes from, which is why the National Agreement and the 
Voice and those structural reforms are key, even if they are not the answers to 
everything.

Rahui Papa and Marama Edwards

Rahui Papa, National Iwi Leaders Group, and Marama Edwards, from the Ministry of 
Social Development, gave a perspective from Aotearoa, with Rahui saying that iwi (tribes) 
had been there from time immemorial ‘we’ve always had the power, they just need to 
acknowledge it’ and that in pre-colonisation Aotearoa, Māori had their own justice 
systems and ways of looking after families. Marama said that there were some positive 
shifts in Aotearoa, and that political will and agency leadership were the keys to building 
relationships that led to positive change. She warned that it was not enough to use the 
right words, and agree in principle, but that the mechanics needed to be set up correctly, 
with many examples of agencies devoting shoestring budgets to change, and relying on 
very few people to make big things happen.
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Day 2 – continued
Robert Skeen and Lorraine Toki

In the second panel Robert Skeen, CEO of the Aboriginal Health and Medical Research 
Council of NSW, spoke about the work the NSW Government is doing to listen to 
Aboriginal organisations, which is driven by senior leadership including the Premier. He 
said that this meant that crucial conversations were happening with ministers about 
what was needed and why government systems were not working. He said that 
Indigenous people are the experts at ‘delivering, designing and evaluating services for 
mob’.

Lorraine Toki, National Iwi Chairs lead advisor, said that Māori wanted to be part of 
developing systems that deliver success. She said that ‘window dressing times are over’, 
and that we had to start looking at the practicalities and ‘to call things out if they were 
not going to benefit our Māori communities.’ She said that iwi were no longer 
‘consulting’ but ‘engaging’ and were not advisors to government, but its partners.

We then broke into yarning circles for informal discussion and questions to panel 
members - anyone who attended the Aotearoa circle would have been privileged to hear 
a fiery and passionate speech from Dame Naida Glavish about Māori pride and culture.

Afternoon Session

Plenary - Letitia Hope and Kararaina Calcott-Cribb

After lunch the afternoon session focused on Transforming Mainstream Government 
Organisations looking at the challenges of changing systems built on racism to ones that 
could work with First Nations as equals. This challenge was seen to be the business or all 
public servants, in all agencies, not to be left to First Nations or the agencies tasked with 
delivering services specifically to First Nations. Under-representation of First Nations in 
key positions was part of the problem, but responsibility had to be shared by all senior 
leaders.

Letitia Hope, from National Indigenous Australians Agency, said the systems in the 
Commonwealth Government acknowledge there needs to be change, but they don’t 
know how to change. She said that change through the National Agreement on Closing 
the Gap was an ‘every decision, every day’ responsibility of the public service that would 
take effort and courage across the board.

She said that public servants needed to be disruptors who created space for innovation –
it was not enough to just pull one lever, you need to understand the entire system that 
you are in.
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Day 2 – continued
‘We need to ‘celebrate black excellence. We have to show it and demonstrate it, leverage 
it and build on it’

Kararaina Calcott-Cribb, Deputy chief executive, Tumuaki Te Kāhui Kāinga Ora (Māori 
housing unit) in the Ministry of Housing and Urban Development / Te Tūāpapa Kura 
Kāinga, said that public service leaders played a huge role in transforming organisations, 
and that the long-term for Aotearoa needed to be a world where government did not 
have to lead everything, but there was true partnership between iwi and the Crown.

Panel - Janine Mohamed, Catherine Liddle and Paul James

Janine Mohamed, CEO of the Lowitja Institute, said that transforming was needed 
because policies were having the same outcomes, and that the trust that was needed 
could not happen in racist systems. 

“We need to have hard conversations, because the magic happens in the hard 
discussions. But they can’t be just conversations we need to see action,” she said 

“We will only ever travel at the speed of trust. We need Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people setting the agenda from the very start, but it doesn’t stop there we need 
to be the implementers of whatever is decided and to be part of the evaluation.” 

“I would have to ask myself: does the system understand what racism is? When we tell 
the system it is racist does it understand? We don’t even measure it at the moment 
because it is a colonial apparatus which has never had to measure racism.”

She said First Nations were diverse and that principles of equity means that you need to 
meet people where they are, and that co-design had to be place-based.

Catherine Liddle, the head SNAICC – National Voice for Our Children, said that current 
government systems were racist, ‘because they were put on top of us in order to be able 
to steal our resources, and take over this incredible country’ – she said that structural 
reform was important because the system was not ‘broken, it’s doing what it was 
designed to do’

She spoke of progress through the National Agreements and a slow shift toward giving 
power to community-controlled organisations in Early Childhood. She said the Priority 
Reforms were about acknowledging First Nations has solutions, and needed to have 
barriers removed so they could make their voices heard.
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Day 2 – continued
Aotearoa public servant Paul James, Secretary for Internal Affairs and Chief Executive for 
Te Tari Taiwhenua /Department of Internal Affairs said that in his organisation he felt 
frustration from Māori that the pace of change was too slow, but also concern from non-
Māori that things were moving too fast. He said that building trust was vital, but it would 
dissipate without an outcomes focus and delivery of real change.

Before the final Yarning Sessions, ANZSOG’s Dean and CEO Adam Fennessy spoke, 
thanking attendees and speakers for sharing their knowledge, and outlining work 
ANZSOG is doing to help public services meet the challenges of transformation, Treaty 
and truth-telling and ANZSOG’s efforts to incorporate First Nations knowledge and 
culture into its own work, including a video interview with inaugural ANZSOG First Nation 
scholarship winner Brenda McDermott

Day 3 – Fri, 3 March 2023
MC Dan Conifer summed up the conference, and was joined by audience members who 
summed up their experiences.

Queensland Labor MP Joe Kelly, representing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Partnerships minister Craig Crawford, spoke about efforts the Queensland Government 
is making to build partnerships and the impacts of recognising history and the effects of 
colonisation at a grassroots level.

The morning session featured panels on Shared Access to Data and Information focused 
on the importance of First Nations not only having access to data, but also being involved 
in the design of data collection projects.

Panel One – Paul James and Romlie Mokak

Paul James, Secretary for Internal Affairs and Chief Executive for Te Tari Taiwhenua
/Department of Internal Affairs said that the last Aotearoa New Zealand Census did not 
accurately capture data around Māori and that, because the Census data is the basis for 
much government activity, this ate into trust around resource allocation. What had come 
from these issues was a much closer relationship with Māori iwi around data collection. 
He said that there was room for innovation around data, but warned that governments 
might struggle to pay for the data infrastructure provided in the current fiscal and 
economic environment.
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Day 3 – continued
Romlie Mokak, Commissioner at the Productivity Commission, said that issues around 
data were less around the technical issues and more about who frames the questions 
and how. He said that current systems measured First Nations in ways they did not want 
to be measured.

“There are fundamental questions around how data is used to support and perpetuate 
the deficit discourse and problematise us as a people, and to continuously create 
programs that don’t meet our needs,” he said

“If we don’t get access to this data, and the use of this data to service our priorities, then 
we will continue to be at the mercy of the government to make decisions for us.”

He said that data really underpinned other aspects of the National Agreement 
government including evaluation, shared decision-making and building the community-
controlled sector. Questions around what indicators sit beneath targets, and are the right 
ones, were important not just for data-design issues but important questions of public 
policy.

He said that First nations needed to be centred in policy , which meant that First Nations 
led and governments supported, and that governments did not just wait for a crisis to call 
on Indigenous people.

This work had to happen in all agencies, not just those dealing directly with First Nations 
policy. Organisations such as Treasury departments had huge resources and huge 
influence over policy.

Panel Two – Kirikowhai Mikaere, Sharif Deen, Frances Foster-Thorpe, Ray Lovett

Kirikowhai Mikaere, Lead Technical Advisor National Iwi (Tribal) Chairs Forum - Data 
Leadership Group, said that Aotearoa New Zealand had various ways of defining the 
Māori population which meant there was no agreed on figure and that state-
determination of identity was different to self-identity. She said that data had an 
incredible bias and that the ‘lens that writes those questions – that collects, analyses and 
disseminates has a bias’. She said that Māori have a particular value set ‘so we deserve to 
have our lens put on that data’

She said that the way data was collected by the system that ‘ails, jails and fails us’ 
showed states of desperation but not success, including the role of iwi as job creators. 
‘We need to move away from the idea that we are data providers, and the best we can 
hope for is to be data consumers. We can be data designers, and have a system that lets 
us measure our aspirations and our contributions.”
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Day 3 – continued
“I think we are all aware that ‘what you measure you manage’. A lot of the data that is 
taken from us in Aotearoa by government shows states of deprivation and desperation so 
we have a lot of focus on managing those states. It really provides a misunderstanding of 
who we are and the contribution we make to our nation.

Sharif Deen, Head of Secretariat NSW Coalition of Aboriginal Peak Organisations, said 
that data (the 4th priority reform of the National Agreement) needed to be done in 
conjunction with the other three priority reforms, and that First Nations were frustrated 
that they were always presented with problems rather than solutions. “If we know that 
data systems are not set up to share data with us, then get to work,” he said.

Frances Foster-Thorpe, Chief Data Officer in the NSW Department of Premier and 
Cabinet, said that it was not just attitudes in government that prevented data-sharing, 
although they could be part of the problem, but systems as well. She said that a recent 
NSW government project on people with disability had taken over a year of work and 30 
different documents to share non-identifying data between two departments.

Professor Raymond Lovett, Director Mayi Kuwayu Study, Australian National University 
National Centre for Epidemiology and Population Health, responded to this by saying that 
it was impossible to separate systems and culture – systems were designed by people, 
who have culture, and that culture influences the design of systems. He said 
governments needed to acknowledge that systems were designed by non-Indigenous 
people for administrative purposes.

He outlined a mental health project where researchers had designed questions to 
identify risk factors in Aboriginal people which were a direct product of settler-
colonialism, including forced removal and ongoing racism. It found that racism made a 50 
per cent contribution to poor mental health amongst Aboriginal people, and that factors 
such as cultivating and maintaining a sense of belonging to tribe or community, and 
attachment and access to Country were protective factors. 

He concluded that we have a long way to go in reform around data and talking to 
communities about what their priorities are – because they were already so stretched 
providing services to their communities.

The Conference closed with a short speech from Aotearoa’s Dame Naida Glavish who 
said: ‘trust your feeling, trust and believe that you have a right to live in your skin and no 
one can take that from you. Trust in the intelligence that sits behind the pupil of your 
eyes.”
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Te Haerenga - The Journey by Aaron Mctaggart, commissioned by ANZSOG 
for Proud partnerships in place: 2021 First Peoples Public Administration 
Virtual Conference

Journey - Where we have been & where we are going by Wemba Wemba
woman Emma Bamblett, commissioned by ANZSOG for the 2019 Reimagining 
Public Administration: First Peoples, governance and new paradigms conference

We acknowledge the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as 
Traditional Owners, Custodians and First Nations of Australia, and Māori 

as tangata whenua and Treaty of Waitangi partners in Aotearoa New Zealand. 

Follow us

https://www.facebook.com/ANZSOG
https://twitter.com/ANZSOG
https://www.linkedin.com/school/anzsog
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