
In May 2017, over 250 First Nations leaders came together 
at the First Nations National Constitutional Convention. 
Together with the involvement and dialogue from more than 
1,200 First Nations peoples from 13 regional centres across 
the country they consequently agreed upon a collective 
proposal regarding a First Nations Voice to parliament. 

Subsequently, the Referendum Council presented the Austra-
lian Government with the Uluru Statement from the Heart 
and the Councils Final Report, which supported the proposal 
put forward for the Voice. The Final Report discussed how 
through proper construction the proposed Voice could have 
a significantly positive impact on First Nations peoples right 
to self-determination, whilst the continued refusal of such a 
proposal may continue to negatively impact upon the ‘identity 
and connection to culture, country and kin’. 

Our government was provided an opportunity to take a step 
towards constitutional recognition and representation of 
Australia’s First Nations peoples. Unfortunately, this did not 
occur and the proposal was met with misinformation and ille-
gitimate critique from members of parliament and the media. 
Today, we are again re-visiting the proposal which is once 
again facing the same backlash.

The Australian Constitution can be considered to be a frame-
work for a federal system of government which was hardly 
intended to be an instrument for the expressed protection of 
human rights. The Constitution aims to protect its citizen’s 
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rights through procedural democracy and power sharing 
at a federal and state level. However, when the Constitu-
tion was drafted, these considerations were not extended to 
First Nations peoples. The past exclusion from political and 
democratic processes, continued marginalisation within the 
Australian polity and various instances of poor political policy 
is clear evidence of this and how this has influenced Austra-
lia’s history with our First Nations peoples to date.

When discussing the systemic issues faced by members of 
First Nations communities across Australia, it was stated in 
the Uluru Statement from the Heart that ‘these dimensions 
of our crisis tell plainly the structural nature of our prob-
lem. This is the torment of our powerlessness’. Constitu-
tional reform cannot and will not be the sole solution to the 
complex issues faced by Australia’s First Nations peoples.

However, a Voice would provide a proper platform for First 
Nations peoples to raise issues with our government and  
be a part of addressing them. Further, it could provide for  
a government that may be held accountable to its voters  
for its action or inaction in respect of these issues as they  
would be brought to light. A concept which is at the heart  
of democracy.

The Voice does not have any power to veto and the proposal 
does not aim to challenge parliamentary procedure, suprem-
acy or democracy. The proposal simply provides a mecha-
nism for our First Nations peoples to have a say in the issues 
which affect them. A Voice that strikes the balance of being 
both influential and cogent in respect to its impact on parlia-
mentary decisions affecting First Nations peoples could be a 
step towards achieving this. The proposal is a step towards 
reshaping Australia’s relationship with its First Nations 
peoples. A step that is long overdue.


