
 

Winkiku Rrumbangi NT Indigenous Lawyers  
 

Representing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Lawyers and Law Students of 

the Northern Territory 

     

 

 

Ms. Leanne Liddle        Monday 20 April 2020 

Director, Aboriginal Justice Unit 

Department of the Attorney-General and Justice 

 

Via email: agd.aju@nt.gov.au  

 

Dear Leanne, 

 

Re: Winkiku Rrumbangi NT Indigenous Lawyers submission on the Draft Northern 

Territory Aboriginal Justice Agreement (2019-2025) 

 

I write on behalf of the Winkiku Rrumbangi NT Indigenous Lawyers Aboriginal Corporation 

(Winkiku Rrumbangi1) in welcoming the Northern Territory Government’s invitation to 

comment on the Draft Northern Territory Aboriginal Justice Agreement (NTAJA) (2019-

2025). We also acknowledge and endorse the Northern Australian Aboriginal Justice 

Agency’s (NAAJA) extensive submission on the NTAJA and its 96 recommendations. 

 

Winkiku Rrumbangi represents Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander lawyers and law 

students in the Northern Territory. We aim to enhance the professionalism and excellence 

of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander lawyers and students within the legal profession; to 

increase the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait students, lawyers and legal 

professionals within the Northern Territory; and to advocate and promote law reform to 

ensure better outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people within the legal 

system.  

 

Since establishment in 2016, Winkiku Rrumbangi have worked to achieve these objectives 

through hosting the 14th National Indigenous Legal Conference, the first National Indigenous 

Health Justice Conference in Darwin and continue to work closely with Bilata Legal 

Pathways. Winkiku Rrumbangi have also partnered with NAAJA and the Australian National 

University (ANU) on an intensive course to equip law students with the knowledge to 

critically assess the law’s history, characteristics and impacts from the perspectives of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.2 Central to this course is the examination of 

                                                           
1 Winkuku Rrumbangi is a Corporation of Indigenous lawyers with professional backgrounds in Aboriginal Legal 
Services, Aboriginal Land Councils, Health and Research Organisations and Government organisations.  
2 To access the Conference’s program, related PowerPoints and recordings of speeches, visit 
https://www.winkiku-rrumbangi.org.au/2019-nilc  

mailto:agd.aju@nt.gov.au
https://www.winkiku-rrumbangi.org.au/2019-nilc
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the adequacy of the current state of Australian legal education, legal practice and law and 

justice in relation to First Nations peoples, with a view to possibilities for reform.3 

 

General feedback on the Pathways to NTAJA and draft NTAJA  

 

Overall structure  

Winkiku Rrumbangi are supportive of the draft NTAJA and considers that the NTAJA and 

corresponding Pathways to the Northern Territory Aboriginal Justice Agreement (Pathways 

to the NTAJA) is a significant milestone for the Northern Territory Government on matters 

of law and justice.  The overall structure provides a strong framework for the Northern 

Territory Government to move forward to engage and support Aboriginal leadership in 

meeting the NTAJA aims of reducing reoffending and imprisonment rates of Aboriginal 

Territorians and improving justice responses and service to Aboriginal Territorians.  

 

We do raise concern on the lack of clear detail on how the NTAJA will be implemented and 

resourced. While this may be discussed further, with respect to Action 21.3, we urge the 

Northern Territory Government to respect the Coalition of Peaks on Closing the Gap for 

priority reform areas and that key Aboriginal organisations and leaders have a responsibility 

not only in the co-design of the NTAJA, but includes the implementation, monitoring and 

evaluation processes. We also stress the need for independent oversight to ensure that the 

NTAJA is accountable and transparent.  

 

Link between NTAJA and Pathways to NTAJA 

We like that the NTAJA actions and strategies were connected to the Pathways to the 

NTAJA. This reflects that the actions and strategies of the NTAJA were grounded in research, 

evidence and listening to and gathering feedback from community and sector consultations. 

Of the 74 actions across the three aim areas,  33 actions relate to Aim 1 through diversion 

programs, reforms to legislation and further action required following such reforms for 

example programs offered by Correctional Services and Law and Justice Groups.  

 

Specific targets for some action items may be required  

Winkiku Rrumbangi noted that some strategies and action items have a sufficient level of 

specificity which would enable the development of implementation actions necessary to 

achieve the strategy or action. Those action items that use strong wording such as “Develop 

and deliver/implement”, “Reform”, “Co-design”, and “Establish” are often followed by 

relatively specific actions. However, the NTAJA Implementation Plan would be strengthened 

further by having clear and strongly worded actions in the NTAJA, which could include some 

specifics on exactly who is responsible within government and the Aboriginal community 

regarding each action items and may need to include more actions relating to children and 

                                                           
3 For more information on ANU’s course, Legal Education for True Justice: Indigenous Perspectives and Deep 
Listening on Country, visit https://www.winkiku-rrumbangi.org.au/deeplistening 

https://www.winkiku-rrumbangi.org.au/deeplistening
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youth. In particular, it is unclear why strong language is used regarding some 

recommendations and not all recommendations such as “consider reforming”4 or “consider 

options”5 as compared to “reform the Sentencing Act”6 or “develop a model”.7 The Pathways 

to the NTAJA discusses the rationale behind not including specific targets in the NTAJA8 and 

the inclusion of governance, monitoring and evaluation strategies are also acknowledged.9 

However, this may need to be reviewed because some action items may still require targets 

such as a time frame to ensure the progress of the NTAJA. We support NAAJA’s submission 

that identifies a priority action approach, for example including a timeframe for the 

development of the implementation plan, and identify specific responsible party(ies) such as 

the Aboriginal Justice Unit10 in conjunction with NAAJA. 

 

Strategies and actions relating to youth and children not included  

It would appear to be a conscious choice that whilst children, youth, and the Royal 

Commission into the Detention and Protection of Children in the Northern Territory (RCDPCNT) 

have been discussed in the Pathways to the NTAJA there are few action items specifically 

regarding youth and children.11  This may be due to the comprehensive report and findings 

and recommendations of the RCDPCNT, however, this should be made clear if it is the case. 

 

Broadly, there are glaring gaps in NTAJA with regards to non-government and Aboriginal 

organisations, payment or employment of Aboriginal people for fee for services regarding the 

NTAJA, the Department of Public Prosecutions, Police, and Judicial Officers and the Courts. 

 

Little to no role of Aboriginal and non-government organisations identified in actions 

Whilst Pathways to the NTAJA acknowledges the role of non-government organisations, the 

strategies and action items of NTAJA rarely specify that the Northern  Territory Government 

will engage with non-government or Aboriginal organisations. Of the 74 action items only 7 

specifically refer to involvement by non-government or Aboriginal organisations and 3 of 

these relate to governance, monitoring and evaluation of the NTAJA.12  This does not 

adequately reflect the importance of Aim 2 of NTAJA. 

 

Aboriginal and Non-government organisations could easily be incorporated into actions  

Wording which could incorporate non-government and Aboriginal organisations into action 

items might be as simple as “in consultation with Aboriginal communities and 

                                                           
4  See Action 3.2 
5  See Action 15.2  
6  See Action 4.1 
7  See Action 6.1 
8  See pp.109-110.  
9  See Strategies 21, 22, and 23 and discussion at pp 102 – 110.  
10 See Action 21.3, .  
11 Only Actions 2.1 and 2.2 seem to address youth.  
12 See Actions 7.3, 7.4, 12.2, 17.1, 21.5, 22.3, and 23.2  
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organisations”13 or “ensure that relevant Aboriginal agencies and organisations are engaged 

to”.14 This would ensure an onus to engage with key stakeholder organisations and satisfy 

Aim 2 objectives. 

 

No discussion of under-resourcing of key Aboriginal and non-government organisations 

working in the criminal justice system  

There was little discussion about existing Aboriginal and non-government organisations that 

have a role especially in achieving Aim 2 and no discussion in Pathways to the NTAJA as to the 

under-resourcing of Aboriginal and non-government organisations that play a key role in the 

criminal justice system. As can be expected there are no strategies or action items to address 

the under-resourcing of these organisations within the NTAJA.  

 

Aim Two lacks detail about payment and employment opportunities 

Aim Two has strong strategies around engaging Aboriginal leadership but the actions do not 

speak to the payment and employment of Aboriginal people involved in law and justice. The 

Pathways to the NTAJA picks up on the lack of remuneration for the provision of time and 

services15 but the discussion in chapter 4 can be connected to these issues of payment and 

employment as part of respect, overcoming past legacies, partnering, empowering, offering 

role modelling and mentoring, and providing ongoing leadership.  NTAJA’s overarching aims 

should align with Article 5 of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of indigenous 

People, as suggested by NAAJA, and be led by the priority reform areas endorsed by the 

Aboriginal community on the National Partnership Agreement on Closing the Gap and looking 

to the future how NTAJA will be reflected in any Treaty negotiations in the Northern Territory. 

 

Aim Three does not have a sufficient focus on the DPP, Police, and Judicial Officers and 

Courts 

In the Pathways to the NTAJA, it is clear that the role of the DPP in the criminal justice system 

is profound, however, the NTAJA is distinctly lacking in strategies and action items relating to 

the DPP.16 Particularly in the areas of proceedings, bail, remand, appearing at court, and 

sentencing clear strategies and actions should be identified relating to the DPP.  

 

The NTAJA is also lacking in strategies and action items relating to Police conduct. Despite the 

numerous comments and discussions regarding police including in relation to cultural 

incompetence, racism, discrimination, bullying, and proceedings brought by police against 

Aboriginal peoples in the Aboriginal Justice Unit consultations, the Pathways to the NTAJA, 

and existing reports such as RCDPCNT there is very little regard to strategies directed at the 

Northern Territory Police. The discussion and comments in the Pathways to the NTAJA, would 

                                                           
13 See Action 12.2  
14 See Action 7.4. 
15 See p.72 
16 See pp.36-61 
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suggest that specific strategies should be developed with respect to Police.17 Further, unlike 

with Aboriginal and non-government organisations, the supposed successes of, and voice of, 

Police have been captured in the Pathways to the NTAJA.18 A statement relating to Police in 

Pathways to the NTAJA expresses:  

 

Police stated that [legal aid services] don’t investigate the backgrounds of their clients 

and often encourage people to plead guilty to expedite the matter.19 

 

Lack of strategies and action items relating NT Courts 

Some strategies and action items have been included into the NTAJA specifically relating to 

the NT Courts.20 The focus of the NTAJA in relation to the Courts appears to refer to the need 

for training regarding any legislative reforms, improved communication, and the return of 

Community Courts. Whilst the return of Community Courts is a positive objective and is a 

logical strategy resulting from the discussion at page 54 and Aim Two in the Pathways to the 

NTAJA, this should not be the sole focus area regarding Courts.  

 

Lack of strategies and action items relating to Judicial Officers, monitoring Courts and 

Judicial Officers 

There is very little discussion of Judicial Officers, as individual decision makers in the Pathways 

to the NTAJA and their training or development regarding cultural competency.21 The 

Pathways to the NTAJA does not discuss, nor does NTAJA provide, strategies to tackle the 

potential for Judicial Officers as individuals who may themselves display tendencies of racism, 

discrimination and bias. In most jurisdictions a Judicial Commission is tasked with such 

responsibilities. A bill is currently before the Judicial Scrutiny Committee of the Legislative 

Assembly regarding a Judicial Commission in the Northern Territory, however, currently the 

Northern Territory does not have an independent Judicial Commission. 

 

Comprehensive monitoring and evaluation of Judicial Officers operating in the NT Local Courts 

and Bush Courts would identify discrepancies in sentencing practices, utilisation of defendant 

information, utlisation of interpreters, time spent holding Court whilst in communities, and 

other relevant information. There appears to be an assumption through the Pathways to the 

NTAJA that if Judicial Officers are provided with more training, more information on 

defendants22 or more policies, then that will be sufficient to bring about institutional change, 

without monitoring and evaluation even being undertaken.  

 

                                                           
17 See pp. 35-39 and 90-93,  
18 See pp. 83-84, 92, and 99-100. 
19 See p.52 
20 See Actions 3.3, 3.4, 4.3, 4.4, 15.1 and 15.2 
21 See Actions 3.4, 4.3, 4.4 and 15.2  
22 Provided by legal aid services or Aboriginal community members, or through Aboriginal Experience Reports 
or through background and cultural information.  
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If you wish to discuss Winkiku Rrumbangi’s submission further, please do not hesitate to 

contact the Directors via email directors.wrnt@gmail.com   

  

Yours faithfully,  

 

 
 

David Woodroffe 

President  

Winkiku Rrumbangi NT Indigenous Lawyers Aboriginal Corporation  
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