
An Indigenous Voice to Parliament is a long-term investment 
in listening and building relationships. 

As non-Indigenous people, we think in shorter time frames 
and often focus on the urgent at the expense of deeper, 
lasting change. Obviously, both are important. 

But we have so much to learn from Indigenous culture about 
how the world works.

The Noongar people in the south-west of WA recognise six 
seasons during the year. They see the weather, plants and 
animals change every year through this cycle – from Makuru 
(the season of fertility), Djilba (the season of conception), 
Kambarang (birth), Birak (childhood), Bunuru (adolescence), 
Djeran (maturity) and back to Makuru (fertility) again.

Years ago, some Noongar leaders explained to me that the 
same cycle applied to everything, even project management 
and social change. They said every project follows the same 
cycle of life. From fertility, to conception, to birth, to child-
hood, adolescence and maturity.

I remember them chuckling about how non-Indigenous people 
always want to rush to the season of birth and start a new 
project before investing the time in fertility and conception. 

This, they said, was the reason ‘Wadjela’ projects often failed 
– they didn’t spend time building the strong foundation of 
respect and relationships before diving in. 
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How could something be successful if you haven’t done the 
work to truly listen to and understand each other and work 
out together what it is you want to achieve?

This made me look very differently at various projects,  
especially projects aimed at ‘solving problems’ for Aboriginal 
people. 

The Uluru Statement is a generous invitation to invest the 
time in listening and understanding. It is an acknowledg-
ment that we are in the season of Makuru, the season of 
fertility – we have the ideas, but we are not yet ready to 
implement them.

There is, of course, pressure to address the very urgent 
issues we see around the country, whether in Alice Springs 
or Banksia Hill Detention Centre. We can’t shy away from 
this - we must try to address them using the knowledge we 
currently have.

But we are doing it again. We are jumping to the season of 
birth, because it’s urgent.

We can and must do two things at once. 

The reality is that we don’t know how to fix the shocking 
issues in many of our communities. We have tried many 
things and they largely haven’t worked. 

Governments are not good at relinquishing control and even 
if the idea of partnership and shared control is appealing, in 
reality, our systems resist it. It is hard for politicians to admit 
they don’t have the answers.

First Nations people don’t necessarily have all the answers 
either. But we are more likely to find the answers by 
listening. 

We need to build a strong foundation. A foundation of 
commitment and openness. We won’t get the Voice model 



exactly right the first time. It might take years to iterate and 
refine it. Freezing the model in 2023 would be a mistake – we 
need to retain the flexibility to continue to improve it through 
our Parliament. 

But if we are committed to the concept of a Voice in our 
Constitution, we are committed to continuing to try. We are 
committed to continuing to listen. 

We can show that we have learned something from the 
longest continuing culture in the world. We have learned 
about long-term thinking and the importance of listening and 
understanding. This lesson can be a gift from the ancient 
cultures that are truly Australian. 

Through the Voice, let’s invest in building relationships and 
respect. Let’s invest in listening and learning. Let’s commit in 
our Constitution to continuing to try to get it right together. 


