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CEO REPORT: JANINE DUREAU
Leadership, governance, collaboration and empowerment is what Aarnja is all about! Since my appointment 
earlier this year, I’ve been privileged to be part of and lead some inspiring and challenging progress for our 
Kimberley mob. As you will read in the next pages, there is a lot going on! 
  Our facilitation, administration, logistical and strategic support to so many incredible forums, working 
groups and leadership collaborations across the Kimberley is seeing some truly inspiring development for our 
mob. I’m especially proud of our young team and their growing capabilities. Their dedication to make space 
for Kimberley Aboriginals to express their views and be heard in developing their own solutions and shaping 
their own future is making a difference. An example of this was a case study of our work to reduce the over-
representation of Kimberley kids in State care being acknowledged in the 2017 Prime Minister’s Closing the Gap 
Report. As we know, wherein lies the problem, so does the solution. Solutions from the outside have failed us for 
too long so we are doing everything we can to influence those in power to listen and work with us.  
  Finally, I want to pay my respects to Dave Wirken, the previous and inaugural CEO of Aarnja. His passion 
and drive to establish Aarnja as the regional body for all Kimberley Aboriginal people has set firm foundations for 
us build on. Dave moved back to Canberra earlier this year for family reasons but remains an important part of 
Aarnja providing ongoing support to the Board, as Company Secretary, and to the team, providing strategic policy 
advice for the Kimberley and for Empowered Communities nationally.

Welcome to the September 2017 Aarnja Newsletter and the latest Empowered Communities update. Since the last 
update there have been significant developments in our move towards creating effective Kimberley Aboriginal 
governance. Here is a sample of what we’ve been up to in the past six months.
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On October 14, 2016, a suicide prevention roundtable was held in Broome, and was attended by 
the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, Nigel Scullion, and the Assistant Minister for Health and Aged 
Care, Ken Wyatt. As a result of the roundtable discussions, Aarnja, alongside members of the 
Kimberley Aboriginal Young Leaders Committee, developed and facilitated a Kimberley Aboriginal 
Youth Suicide Prevention Forum (KAYSPF). 
  The Forum was the first of its kind, in that it was designed by young people, for young 
people. With funding from Minister Scullion, thirty-two Kimberley Aboriginal youth gathered at 
the University of Notre Dame Campus in May to voice their concerns in a safe environment, and to 
construct solutions to the issue through a series of visual and innovative activities.  
  Recommendations from the Forum included a wish for increased support for peer-to-
peer role models and mentoring; increased support for emerging Kimberley Aboriginal leaders; a 
multi-faceted focus on education to address the disconnection to culture and to build resilience; 
and engagement of youth through sports, art and culture. Participants also commented on the 
importance of support from existing Kimberley Aboriginal leaders. One participant said, “We must 
have our elders’ cultural guidance and protection as we young people enter leadership roles.”  
 Everyone in attendance expressed their strong willingness to refine the recommendations 
and requested that government and service providers commit to an ongoing formal dialogue, co-
design and development. While the recommendations were consistent with the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Suicide Prevention Evaluation Project, they had a unique Kimberley focus.  
  

KIMBERLEY ABORIGINAL YOUTH SUICIDE  
PREVENTION (KAYSP) FORUMS 
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NATIONAL SUICIDE PREVENTION  
CONFERENCE, BRISBANE 

From July 26 - 29, 2017, Suicide Prevention Australia presented the annual National Suicide Prevention 
Conference to benefit those who are working in, and supported by, suicide prevention programs. Attracting 
over 400 delegates, the conference is recognised by governments, sector leaders and people with lived 
experience, as an important vehicle for ensuring that those with responsibility for delivering services are 
able to provide the best available support to those who are vulnerable, at-risk and/or disenfranchised in 
a timely and effective manner. Led by the creative work facilitated through the Kimberley Youth Suicide 
Prevention Forums, Aarnja was invited to present at the conference to talk about Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander and non-Indigenous youth. Divina D’Anna and Alarna Maher led an engaged audience 
through the question and answers about the similarities and differences in suicide prevention for 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous youth. 

At the end of the sessions, balloons with visual representations of issues were cut from their strings 
symbolising acceptance and breaking free. This was accompanied by a traditional smoking ceremony and 
cleansing as the issues were removed from the balloons and prior to releasing them.  
  On July 24, we held a second forum to endorse the recommendations presented in the Kimberley 
Aboriginal Youth Suicide Prevention Report. The Report was formally handed over to Minister Scullion at a 
dinner on the night of July 25, by youth delegates Jacob Corpus and Montana Ahwon.   

At the end of the sessions, balloons with visual representations of issues were cut from their strings symbolising acceptance 
and breaking free.
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During the Kimberley Aboriginal Youth Suicide 
Prevention Forum, two young leaders, Montana 
Ahwon and Jacob Corpus, were elected by their 
peers as youth delegates. Their responsibility is 
to represent the voice of the Kimberley young 
Aboriginal people in addressing suicide.  
  Montana, a 19-year-old Miriuwung 
Gajerrong woman from Kununurra, completed the 
2016 Kimberley Aboriginal Young Leaders Program 
and now is a fixed member of the Kimberley 
Aboriginal Young Leaders Committee. Montana 
persevered through personal tragedy at a young 
age, and has shown herself to be an inspiration for 
other young people.  
  “I want to increase the number of Aboriginal 
people in the workforce and decrease the number 
of terrible social issues we face here in my town. It 
won’t happen overnight, but I am going to take it 
one step at a time,” Montana says.  
  Jacob Corpus, a 20-year-old Yawuru and 
Nyul Nyul man from Broome, has been a Country 

Manager with Nyamba Buru Yawuru for the 
past two years. Jacob’s goal is to be qualified 
in Conservation and Land Management. He is 
passionate about the work he does as it gives the 
opportunity to reconnect with culture. Developing 
his conservation and land management knowledge 
will help to preserve country for future generations.  
  Aarnja advocated on Montana and Jacob’s 
behalf for a seat at the table at the Kimberley 
Suicide Prevention Working Group. The working 
group was established February 2017 following the 
suicide-prevention round table late 2016 to address 
the high rates of Indigenous suicide in the region 
as part of a federal government election policy to 
trial suicide prevention programs Australia-wide. 
The Kimberley is to be the first trial site. Indigenous 
leaders from local organisations engaged with 
Indigenous Health Minister Ken Wyatt and Member 
for Durack Melissa Price to develop a work plan for 
the Kimberley Suicide Prevention Trial. Since 2008, 
nearly 70 per cent of people who have taken their 

Left to right: youth delegates Montana Ahwon, Minister Wyatt (chair), Rob McPhee (deputy chair), and Jacob Corpus

YOUTH DELEGATES ATTEND SUICIDE 
PREVENTION WORKING GROUP 
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lives in the Kimberley region have been aged less than 30. In August, Montana and Jacob attended their 
first Kimberley Suicide Prevention Working Group meeting and presented on the two previous Kimberley 
Aboriginal Youth Suicide Prevention Forum and the outcomes of the Kimberley Aboriginal Youth Suicide 
Prevention Report produced by Aarnja. 
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KIMBERLEY ABORIGINAL CHILDREN 
IN CARE UPDATE

Aboriginal children in out-of-home care was 
recognised as a first priority for the West Kimberley 
as rates for the region are significantly higher than 
for non-Indigenous children. In response, Aboriginal 
leaders have established the Kimberley Aboriginal 
Children in Care Committee, which has worked 
with Aarnja to address this important priority. 
The committee provided a report identifying key 
issues and gaps in the child protection systems, as 
well as next steps to address the gaps. The Report 
identified the need to:  

•  Consult with Aboriginal organisations and 
communities

• Provide prevention and early intervention services
• Support parents of children at risk or in placement
•  Support Aboriginal carers to become foster 

parents and assist with developing and 
implementing care plans

•  And assess children with Fetal Alcohol Spectrum 
Disorder 
 
A Collaboration Agreement between Aarnja 
and Anglicare WA has recently been agreed. 
This represents a significant shift in the way 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal NGOs can work 
together in the Kimberley. The agreement, initially 
focussing on Earlier Intervention and Family 

Support, demonstrates how large NGOs can 
make a real commitment to building capability 
of local Aboriginal organisations. This will enable 
local Aboriginal organisations to learn, create 
efficiencies and meet government administrative 
demands while delivering better local solutions, 
designed and delivered by local people. 
  The committee will continue to work closely 
with the responsible WA Government Department 
to ensure current and future legislative, policy, 
and service reviews take these recommendation 
into account. 
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MEET SHARNA COX: 
AARNJA’S SPECIAL 
PROJECT OFFICER

The Federal and State WA Government have committed $65million to seal the remaining 90km of an unsealed 
section of road connecting Dampier Peninsula communities to the regional centre of Broome. Since then, 
Empowered Communities and Aarnja have worked with the community leaders and Aboriginal representative 
organisations who have arranged their own collaborative local governance mechanisms. This has given them the 
ability to negotiate effectively with multiple WA State and Commonwealth Government Agencies to ensure there 
is a strong focus on community development as well as on infrastructure and economic development. Aarnja is 
the secretariat to the working group and is providing the strategic direction for the economic development plan.

PENINSULA ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT PLAN

 Sharna Cox is a 41-year-old 
Nimumburr Woman from her 
Grandfather’s side and Bunuba/
Gooniyandi from Grandmother’s 
side, born and raised in Broome. 
Her mother is Torres Strait 
Islander. For more than 10 
years Sharna has worked across 
education, mental health, primary 
health care, family law and child 
reunification services in and 
around Broome and surrounding  

communities. In 2008, Sharna obtained a Masters in Aboriginal Studies from Southern Cross University 
Lismore, NSW. She is now assisting community organisations to ensure people receieve access to 
individual support services, specifically in remote communities. Sharna has come on board at Aarnja 
as our Special Project Officer to support the Kimberley Aboriginal Children in Care Council.

Sharna Cox is supporting the Kimberley Aboriginal Children 
in Care Council  
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DOWNER GROUP DONATES TO KAYLP

On the 6th April we had the privilege of 
welcoming three representatives from 
Downers who flow up to Broome to personally 
hand-deliver the keys to the bus for the 
Kimberley Aboriginal Young Leaders Program 
(KAYLP). The Committee signed a 3-year 
partnership with Downers and the bus will be 
used to transport participants of KAYLP. This 
will allow easy transportation of participants 
throughout the Kimberley and help cut costs. 
This was a first for Aarnja and we look forward 
with anticipation to see how this relationship 
will continue to grow into the future.  

2017 Empowered Communities 
Aarnja and Empowered Communities were proud to deliver the first report of its kind in July 2017. The report 
gives an overview of the national and regional vision, the priorities for change and how far we’ve come 
working together. Empowered Communities (EC) is a new name on a long term effort by Kimberley Aboriginal 
people to shape their own destiny. Our vision is to have a thriving and sustainable values-based Aboriginal 
cultural foundation from which we:  

• Build our Aboriginal enterprises
• Offer choices for our people to take up employment

• Create wealth, health and wellbeing for our 
community
• Achieve positive social reform across the region.
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Oxfam and Aarnja are working together to bring Aboriginal women from across WA’s vast Kimberley to 
gather in Broome for the region’s first ever Straight Talk from 9 -11 Oct 2017. Participants will gain skills to 
allow them to become powerful advocates and achieve greater equality in their communities. Aarnja’s very 
own Attika Edgar participated in the 2016 Canberra Straight Talk program. She says:   

 
“Straight Talk gave me everything I 
hoped for and much more: the summit 
helped me gain more knowledge and a better 
understanding of our political system, 
I was immersed in engagement from all 
Oxfam staff facilitators mentors and 
ATSI woman which gave me so much 
confidence and comfort to speak up and 
out to open the door to gather ideas and 
strategy to become the change I desired, 
for myself and my community.”

STRAIGHT TALK GATHERING – IT’S ON! 

For more information on Kimberley Straight Talk contact Attika Edgar on 0499 332 020 or admin@aarnja.
org.au. For interviews, photos or information, please contact Amanda Banks at Oxfam on 0411 449 653 or 
amandab@oxfam.org.au or Attika Edgar at Aarnja on 0499 332 020 or admin@aarnja.org.au. 
 

Get involved! 
New members are always welcome. 
Would you like to have a say about who sits on the board of directors, and how the organisation operates while 
making decisions for the future? Complete a membership form today.  

Already a member? 
Find out more about upcoming activities, send feedback, or update your contact details by sending us an email 
at info@aarnja.org.au. You can also check out our Facebook on: facebook.com/aarnja and our website: aarnja.
org.au 
 

UP NEXT:  

Aarnja will be facilitating the next Kimberley Futures forum in Derby. The forum brings together 
Aboriginal leaders to discuss Kimberley-wide issues. For more details about the date and the agenda, 
contact info@aarnja.org.au 


