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Our history:   

Aarnja originally was a product of the Browse 
LNG Precinct Regional Benefits Agreement, 
which was negotiated by the Kimberley Land 
Council (KLC) on behalf of all Kimberley 
Traditional Owners. Under the agreement, 
the State of Western Australia, the WA Minister 
for Lands, the Conservation Commission of 
Western Australia, the KLC, and Woodside 
Energy Limited committed to delivering a 
regional benefits package to improve the 
educational, health, social and economic 
well-being of Aboriginal people across the 
Kimberley. A ‘regional body’ was part of this 
package. Between June 2011 and July 2012, the 
KLC undertook a comprehensive consultation 
process to get Aarnja up and running. A mass 
mail out was done to over 1000 Kimberley 
Aboriginal people encouraging people to sign 
up to be a member and calling for nominations 
to the interim board. Over 100 people signed up 
in the first membership drive and more 

than 40 people nominated themselves to be 
a part of Aarnja’s first board of directors. The 
interim board of directors was made up of 10 
people from each of the 5 cultural blocs of the 
Kimberley, according to a map endorsed by 
the board of the Kimberley Aboriginal Law and 
Culture Centre. Initial directors were appointed 
based on their knowledge and experience of 
both the Aboriginal and the kartiya worlds with 
a balance of men and women both young and 
senior. Several regional funds were contingent 
on a final investment decision by the proponent 
Woodside. When Woodside decided not to 
invest, the regional benefits money didn’t flow. 
Thankfully for Aarnja, this first interim board 
with KLC’s support, worked hard to make sure 
the State met their obligations to fund Aarnja’s 
administration costs. This is where Aarnja—the 
regional body for Kimberley Aboriginal people—
came from. 
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About Aarnja:   

Aarnja’s vision is for empowered Kimberley Aboriginal people, communities, and 
organisations, to have a strong Kimberley Aboriginal identity and share* in all of the social 
and economic opportunities of modern society. Our mission is to work with all parties to 
create innovative and sustainable opportunities that empower Kimberley Aboriginal people. 

Our goals
•  Lead the change from passive welfare to Aboriginal empowerment ensuring a positive and

strong Kimberley Aboriginal identity is fostered and sustained for individuals, families and
communities.

•  Build a strong and sustainable organisation that seeks, disperses and administers well,
funding in line with our constitutional objectives.

•  Identify policies and programs that really work and to collaborate with governments, NGOs
and Aboriginal organisations to expand them.

•  Be the backbone organisation that supports strong, independent Aboriginal
organisations to work together through coherent and agreed Kimberley-wide governance
and accountabilities.

Our values
• We serve and put Kimberley Aboriginal people first

• We encourage and embrace change

• We act and lead with integrity

• We provide and support leadership

• We have an enabling and empowerment focus

* Aarnja is a Bardi word meaning ‘to share’.
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CEO Report: Maureen O’Meara  

Aarnja’s job is to secure the future for Kimberley Aboriginal 
people. To do this, we firmly believe that substantiative 
structural reforms are needed to galvanize and enable 
empowerment, responsibility and self-determination for 
Kimberley mob.  We aspire to achieve this through Aboriginal 
people designing and leading change in partnership with 
governments and the corporates together to drive 
necessary reforms.  

We support and endorse the Uluru Statement from the 
Heart as an act of unprecedented First Nations consensus, and 
an historic act of self-determination by our people demanding 
recognition through constitutional change. Constitutional 
reform can sensibly connect local and regional voices to 
law and policy-making at the federal level, so that we can 
productively engage in setting out our social and economic 
growth through nation building. 

The work we do at Aarnja is about disrupting the status 
quo and empowering Kimberley Aboriginal people to make 
decisions that will set our own future direction—decisions 
by Aboriginal people, for Aboriginal people. We have a 
reform agenda underway which has included developing 
the Kimberley Futures joint decision-making framework. 
This strategic framework is a point from which key Kimberley 
Aboriginal organisations—should they opt-in—will be able 
to send a unified voice to government to better influence 
policy, decision-making and the allocation of government 
funds. This is important, because demographically, we’re at a 
disadvantage when it comes to having political clout. While the 
Aboriginal population in the Kimberley sits at approximately 
64.3% (2016), on a state level we are a minority of 3.1%. The 
question is: how can we all be singing from the same song 
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book? I believe a regional framework is an excellent tool 
that will raise the political profile and power of Kimberley 
Aboriginal people. 

Aarnja is also heavily invested in fostering generational 
change and empowering the young leaders of tomorrow. We 
are progressing this through fit-for-purpose training delivered 
in the Kimberley, our relationship with Jawun and their young 
leaders program, and by providing them with a seat at the joint 
decision making table developed through Kimberley Futures. 

In addition to this, Aarnja has worked in two crucial 
policy areas in the last twelve months.  

We’ve been driving the discussion around Aboriginal 
children in care and have played an active role in the Out of 
Home Care Reform with the Department of Communities Child 
Protection and Family Support. This involved facilitation of 
workshops in partnership with the Department right across the 
Kimberley and engaging local Kimberley Aboriginal people in 
decision-making. 

We have also contributed to the public Senate hearing: 
Accessibility and quality of mental health services in rural and 
remote Australia. The inquiry covered a range of areas, from 
the higher rate of suicide in remote and rural Australia, to the 
opportunities that technology presents for improved service 
delivery. During this hearing, both Aarnja’s Chairman Marty 
Sibosado and myself were able to inform government of a 
range of critical problems including: the lack of consultation 
with Aboriginal people; the institutionalised racism and social 
inequality that are products of the system we’re in; the fact that 
when it comes to high level decision-making it’s predominantly 
non-Aboriginal managers in that space; and most critically, the 
concern that when crises in remote communities do occur, 

“Aarnja is also heavily 
invested in fostering 
generational change 
and empowering 
the young leaders of 
tomorrow.” 
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the response to get additional counsellors and support for the 
community can be sluggish or non-existent.  

We do have concerns with the distancing of the state 
government from the federal government’s Empowered 
Communities model, demonstrated most recently in the 
government’s call for submissions on the development of a 
body, separate from government, but with statutory powers, 
which will be an office for advocacy and accountability in 
Aboriginal affairs in Western Australia. Over the coming year, 
we’ll continue to monitor these developments closely and 
will keep our members informed as discussions around this 
progress. 

This is what we’ve been working on, but I think it’s also 
important to reflect on where Aarnja came from. We arose 
out of the Browse LNG Precinct Regional Benefits Agreement, 
which was negotiated by the Kimberley Land Council (KLC) 
on behalf of all Kimberley Traditional Owners. Under the 
agreement, the State of Western Australia, the WA Minister for 
Lands, the Conservation Commission of Western Australia, the 
KLC, and Woodside Energy Limited committed to delivering a 
regional benefits package to improve the educational, health, 
social and economic well-being of Aboriginal people across 
the Kimberley. Several regional funds were contingent on a 
final investment decision by the proponent Woodside. When 
Woodside decided not to invest, the regional benefits money 
didn’t flow. Thankfully for Aarnja, our first interim board with 
KLC’s support, worked hard to make sure the State met their 
obligations to fund Aarnja’s administration costs.  

In closing, I’m looking forward to the year ahead—to 
improving engagement with government, investigating the 
possibility of co-designing programs, strengthening our current 
partnerships, holding both state and federal governments to 
account and working hard to close the gap. We have a small 
but dedicated team at Aarnja and I’m confident we’ll make 
significant, positive changes in the next twelve months. 

”

“I’m looking forward 
to the year ahead—to 
improving engagement 
with government, 
strengthening our current 
partnerships and holding 
both state and federal 
governments to account. 
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In October 2017, Aarnja co-facilitated a pilot Kimberley Aboriginal Regional Straight Talk Summit with 
Oxfam Australia. Our staff have also previously participated in the Straight Talk National 

Summit in Canberra. 

”



Aarnja’s work:   

Kimberley Futures joint 
decision-making framework: 
The joint decision-making approach is being 
co-designed by Empowered Communities 
leaders and PM&C to provide a platform 
for joint planning and increasingly sharing 
decision-making authority with local leaders. 
In our region, this strategic framework will 
allow Kimberley Aboriginal people to send a 
unified voice to government to better influence 
policy, decision-making and the allocation of 
government funds. At this stage, key Kimberley 
Aboriginal organisations will have the choice 
to ‘opt-in’. We expect the framework will boost 
the political profile and power of Kimberley 
Aboriginal people. A process has been agreed 
with the Department of Prime Minister and 
Cabinet for joint decision-making for expiring 
IAS grants in late 2018.

Aarnja contributed to the 
Senate hearing ‘Accessibility 
and quality of mental health 
services in rural and remote 
Australia’: 
Held in Broome, this inquiry covered issues such 
as: the higher rate of suicide in remote and rural 
Australia, the opportunities that technology 
presents for improved service delivery, the 
challenges of delivering mental health services in 
the regions and attitudes towards mental health 

services. Aarnja informed the government of a 
range of critical problems in the Kimberley. These 
problems included: consecutive governments’ 
silo approach to service delivery and the stress 
and trauma caused when other programs aren’t 
working; the impact of inter-generational trauma 
on mental health; the lack of consultation with 
Aboriginal people; the institutionalised racism 
and social inequality that are products of the 
system we’re in; the fact that when it comes to 
high level decision-making it’s predominantly 
non-Aboriginal managers in that space; and 
most critically, the concern that when crises in 
remote communities do occur, the response to 
get additional counsellors and support for the 
community can be sluggish or non-existent. 

The Family Empowerment 
Project:
We’re facilitating the trial of a family 
empowerment cultural framework in Ardyaloon, 
Djarindjin, Beagle Bay and Lombadina that 
will reconfigure provision to families and 
communities. We want to move away from 
the current model, where government only 
deals with the community office. Instead, we’re 
investigating how service providers can have a 
comprehensive and holistic understanding of 
residents’ needs. In partnership with Save the 
Children, Department of Communities and the 
Department of Prime
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community navigators who are tasked with 
mapping all the families in the aforementioned 
communities. This map will allow us to shift 
the focus of service delivery to the whole family 
unit—rather than separate silos of service 
delivery. Aarnja is informed by the navigators 
and then we negotiate with government and 
advocate for the families and communities based 
on what their needs actually are. Often the needs 
are vastly different to the actual services or funds 
the government provides. 
 
Strategic direction, 
facilitation and advocacy for 
the Dampier Peninsula Working 
Group: 

The Dampier Peninsula Working Group has 
been established to identify and manage the 
social, economic and environmental impacts 
resulting from the bituminisation of the Cape 
Leveque Road. As of December, and after the 
Bindunbur native title determination, the group 
will also comprise of Prescribed Body Corporates. 
Aarnja has assisted the working group through 
the facilitation of meetings; by setting up 
sub-committees responsible for mapping out 
issues relating to tourism, unauthorised fishing, 
economic development, visitor impacts, natural 
resource management and social impacts; by 
offering governance support; and by lobbying 
government when requested so that the voices 
of Traditional Owners are not only heard, but can 
actually shape the impacts of development on 
country. Aarnja has used its influence to ensure 
fair opportunities, such as jobs and contracting 

going to Aboriginal people, through the  
Developing Northern Australia initiative.  
 

Kimberley Aboriginal Children 
in Care: 

Aboriginal children in out-of-home care was 
recognised as a first priority for the 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. Together, we’ve played 
an active role in the out-of-home care reform with 
the Department of Communities Child Protection 
and Family Support. Aarnja has facilitated 
workshops in partnership with the Department 
right across the Kimberley and engaged local 
Kimberley Aboriginal people in decision-making.  
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Straight Talk Summit: 
In September 2017, Aarnja co-facilitated the 
pilot Kimberley Aboriginal women Straight Talk 
Summit with Oxfam Australia. Approximately 40 
Kimberley Aboriginal women attended across 
the three-day event. The summit aimed to give 
Kimberley Aboriginal women a series of tools 
and skills to allow them to become powerful 
advocates and achieve greater equality in their 
communities.  
 

Kimberley Aboriginal Youth 
Suicide Prevention Forums: 

In the financial year 2016 /2017, 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). It was 
designed for young people, by young people. 
During the forum, a series of recommendations 
were made, including calls 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. This was 
followed up by a second forum in the 2017 / 2018 
financial year, 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. Shortly after, 
Aarnja staff were invited to present to over 400 
delegates in attendance at Suicide Prevention 
Australia’s annual National Suicide Prevention 
Conference. 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. 
 

Submission on the establishment 
of an ‘Office for advocacy and 
accountability in Aboriginal 
affairs in Western Australia’:
Aarnja is currently drafting a submission in 
response to the state government’s above 
proposal. The proposed body would be 
separate from government but would have 
statutory powers. We’re concerned that the state 
government is distancing itself from the federal 
Empowered Communities model. Over the next 
twelve months, we’ll continue to monitor these 
developments closely and will keep our members 
informed as discussions progress.

Additional projects: 
 •      Continued participation in the WA government
       led West Kimberley District Leadership Group 

and Collective Impact Working Group has 
ensured WA State based efforts focus on 
priorities local people are calling for. 

•   Member of the governing committee for the 
North-West Aboriginal Housing Fund which is 
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   helping to guide local design and    
   implementation of the initiative. 
•   Worked with the East Kimberley EC Backbone 

on joint work to address alcohol abuse across 
the Kimberley.

•  Provided secretariat services to the Kimberley 
Health and Mental Health steering committees 
throughout the reporting period.

•  Presented to the Carers Week event held in 
Derby in July 2017

•  Aarnja supported WA’s Premier and Cabinet 
to conduct Closing the Gap consultations 
in Broome, the Dampier Peninsula, Fitzroy 
Crossing and we also provided support and 
input into the Broome Closing the Gap Refresh. 

Future vision:
Aarnja will be refocusing its efforts towards high 
level strategic influence for the improvement and 
sustainability of long term social and economic 
investment into Kimberley Aboriginal people. We 
want to provide government and the corporate 
sectors with Aboriginal-led, place based 
processes through Kimberley Futures and family 
empowerment frameworks that will ensure future 
development into our region will be effective, 
through rationalisation to reduce duplication 
of services, and high level jointly designed 
monitoring and evaluation processes.

Aarnja serves and puts Kimberley Aboriginal people first. We’re committed to leading the change from 
passive welfare to Aboriginal empowerment ensuring a positive and strong Kimberley Aboriginal identity 
is fostered and sustained for individuals, families and communities.

Aarnja Annual Members’ Report 2018 



Empowered communities  

What is Empowered Communities?
 

Empowered Communities is an Indigenous-led, locally-driven initiative that aims to 
restore balance to the relationship between government and Indigenous Australians. 
It is a new way of working that empowers individuals, families and communities to 
create better lives for themselves by developing and leading change. Empowered 
Communities changes how Indigenous policies and programs are currently 
designed and delivered, so that they address local priorities. It is a vision for genuine 
partnership between government and Indigenous people so that we can work 
together to achieve two primary goals:

1)      Close the gap on the social and economic disadvantage of the Indigenous 
Australians of the Empowered Communities regions

2)      Aim to enable the cultural recognition and determination of Indigenous 
Australians of the Empowered Communities regions so that we can preserve, 
maintain, renew and adapt our cultural and linguistic heritage and transmit our 
heritage to future generations. 
 
Empowerment means simply that Indigenous people must exercise the right 
to take responsibility for our lives and futures, and that in turn, the government 
has the responsibility to equip Indigenous people with the rights and supports 
necessary for this empowerment. 

Empowered Communities is brought to life in the West Kimberley through Aarnja; the 
backbone organisation that supports the regional Indigenous leader, Marty Sibosado 
to implement the reforms. Aarnja supports the West Kimberley Indigenous people to 
take back responsibility for ourselves, our families and communities, leading our own 
plans for change and making the important decisions about our future and the future 
of our children.
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Development agenda 
Aarnja is working on implementing our first five-
year development agenda. We have in place 
appropriate structures for collaboration with 
governments and corporates, and wherever 
possible, we are fostering opportunities for 
the co-design of strategies and solutions. Our 
development agenda is informed by community 
need, community aspiration and priority, and 
an understanding of the programs and services 
currently operating in communities. We’re a 
neutral convener—facilitating a new way of doing 
business between Indigenous organisations and 
communities, governments, corporates and other 

stakeholders in the region. We’re committed to 
supporting the move away from one-off grant 
funding to more cohesive investment in long 
term regional development plans. To do this, 
we’ll be working jointly with PM&C to review IAS 
grants to reduce duplication and inefficiencies, 
and we’ve also established a Kimberley Futures 
joint decision-making framework, which is 
a mechanism designed to allow Kimberley 
Aboriginal people to send a unified voice to 
government to better influence policy, decision-
making and the allocation of government funds.



Kimberley Aboriginal Cultural Blocs 

20

Cultural Bloc means a sub-region of the Kimberley defined by traditional law and culture 
and from which two Cultural Bloc Directors will be appointed to the Board. These Cultural 
Blocs are the  West, Central, Desert, East Kimberley and North Kimberley. The Cultural Bloc 
Directors will appoint the Independent Directors Selection Committee.



20 21

Aarnja Annual Members’ Report 2018 

Anthony Watson  
Term ends: 30/09/19
Director

Elizabeth Lulu 
Term ends: 30/09/18
Director

Daniel Oades 
Term ends: 30/09/19
Director 

Dickie Bedford 
Term ends: 30/09/19
Director

Marty Sibosado 
Term ends: 30/09/18
Chairperson 

Donna Birch  
Term ends: 30/09/19
Deputy Chairperson  

Tom Birch  
Term ends: 30/09/18
Director 

Kathleen O’Reeri 
Term ends: 30/09/19
Director 

Marion Dolby 
Term ends: 30/09/18
Director 

Marianne Skeen 
Term ends: 30/09/18
Director 

Erica Blades  
Term ends: 31/03/19
Independent Director 

Malcolm Goff 
Term ends: 30/09/18
Independent Director

Dave Wirken 
Company Secretary  

Directors and Board 
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The above chart reflects the growth of Aarnja’s membership from 2012 all the way through to 2018. All 
Aboriginal people from the Kimberley are welcome to become members. The benefit of being a member, 
is that you can have your say, and help created sustained change within the Kimberley for our children 
and families. Members of Aarnja can vote for directors at the Annual General Meeting. If this sounds like 
something you’re interested, please visit our website at aarnja.org.au, download the membership form, 
complete it, then send it through to: info@aarnja.org.au.

326
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The above chart reflects Aarnja’s current 326 members and the cultural blocs to which they belong. 
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Financial graphs  

The graphs on the following pages represent the stream of grants, the investment portfolio, the inflows 
and cash balances, and the outflows etc of Aarna’s activities.  
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Liability limited by a scheme approved under Professional Standards Legislation. Moore Stephens - ABN 16 874 357 907. An independent member of Moore Stephens 
International Limited - members in principal cities throughout the world. The Moore Stephens firm is not a partner or agent of any other Moore Stephens firm.
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The accompanying notes form part of these financial statements 
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