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Introduction 
Jaynaya Dwyer  
This is the White Noise podcast, the podcast of the Indigenous Law and Justice Hub at 
Melbourne Law School. I'm Jaynaya Dwyer and I'm a settler a woman of Anglo-Indian 
heritage. I'm a lawyer, brand new to academia, and I'm lucky to be learning every day about 
First Nations justice as a research fellow at the Hub.  
 
Today, I'm sharing with you a conversation I recently had, soaking up the wisdom of three 
powerful First Nations advocates, Mick Gooda, Geoff Scott and Eddie Cubillo. These men all 
served at the coal face of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission among their 
long histories in Aboriginal political movements.  
 
So what have you heard about ATSIC? Probably not much at all, maybe some conflicting 
things. In this episode, you'll hear our interviewees described it as a critical inside of an 
immature politic, a scape goat and one of the most innovative administrative arrangements 
this country has seen.  
 
From 1989 to 2004, ATSIC performed broad representative and service delivery functions 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. The commission was tasked to advise 
government at all levels on indigenous issues, advocate for the recognition of indigenous 
rights and to deliver and monitor many of the Commonwealth Government’s Indigenous 
programs and services.  
 
It wasn't always move failing, setting up an organization to do so many important functions. 
In the six months following the introduction of the ATSIC Bill, there were over 90 
amendments. On 15th of April 2004, the Prime Minister, Mr. Howard, and the then Minister 
for Indigenous affairs, senator Amanda Van stone announced the government's intention to 
abolish the Commission. Though various organizations have existed since then, nothing of 
ATSIC’s scale has been supported to fulfill the role of the commission once played.  
 
The conversation we ae about to hear was recorded shortly after the federal election, in 
which the new Labor government reaffirmed its commitment to the referendum on the First 
Nation's Voice to Parliament. We came together to revisit lessons from Australia's most 
relevant Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander representative model to date from some of 
the key voices at the table at the time. Mick Gooda is a Gangulu man from Central 
Queensland. Mick was a long serving ATSIC officer and the organisation’s last CEO. You 
might also know Mick from his work as the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social 
Justice Commissioner from 2010 to 2016.  



 
Geoff Scott is a Wiradjuri man from New South Wales who served as the Deputy CEO of 
ATSIC. He has also been CEO of the National Congress of Australia's First Peoples, Director-
General of the New South Wales Department of Aboriginal Affairs, CEO of the New South 
Wales Aboriginal Land Council, and a key leader throughout the Uluru dialogues. 
 
Eddie Cubillo has ties across the Northern Territory as a Larrakia, Wadjigan and Central 
Arrente man , and was the chair of the Yilli Reung Regional Council.  He is currently a 
Director of the Indigenous Law and Justice Hub and previously served as the Northern 
Territory Anti-Discrimination Commissioner.  
 
These friends came together to share their learnings from ATSIC. Our conversation was 
recorded on Jagera Country by a fire out the back of Mick Gooda’s house. The post-
production and editing was done in our Indigenous Law and Justice Hub on Wurundjeri 
Country.  We pay respects to the elders of these Countries, past and present, and to all 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people listening.  
 
There's a language warning for this conversation and a reminder that the views expressed 
by our incredible guests do not necessarily reflect the views or research of the Indigenous 
Law and Justice Hub.  
 
QandA 
 
Jaynaya Dwyer  
Please introduce yourself, tell us who you are and who your Mob is? 
 
Mick Gooda 
Well, I'll Mick Gooda. I’m Gangulu on my mum's side from Central Queensland. On my dad's 
side, I'm Yiman, which is a bit further south. Both my grandfathers were whitefellas. So  
that's where the Gooda name comes from. My mum's father was a Whitefella. We don’t 
know who he was. So I'm lucky that I am not that confused about a big mob of people. So 
Yiman, Gangulu. So that's me.  
 
Geoff Scott  
I'm Geoff Scott. I'm just Wiradjuri.  
 
Jaynaya Dwyer  
*laughter*  
 
Geoff Scott  
From New South Wales.  
 
Mick Gooda  
The most important people in the world, Geoff.  
 
Geoff Scott  



 
The biggest and centre of the universe.  
 
I grew up in Narromine, which is the other side of Dubbo. I was 17 when I came to Sydney 
and became involved in Aboriginal politics - and had been there ever since.  
 
Eddie Cubillo  
I’m Eddie Cubillo, a Larrakia, Wadjigan and Central Arrente man from the Northern 
Territory. I grew up in, in Darwin and spent most of my life day. In my later years I lived in 
Adelaide, for a little while in Brisbane and now I'm in Melbourne, Victoria.  
 
Jaynaya Dwyer  
So you've all had long and fruitful careers and Aboriginal politics. Can you tell us a bit about 
what brought you to that and what values drive for your work in that space?  
 
Mick Gooda  
I think everything starts with your parents and where you grew up. My dad was a ringer was 
part of that mob that got thrown off when award wages came in. My mum was a domestic 
taken away from Waraminda, where she was born when she was about 14, 13 with my 
Aunties. So it all starts at that level, with the parents. And then as you get older, you see 
your parents doing different things like my dad was a Unionist and fought for everyone. And 
unions were really friendly to blackfellas in those days.  
 
Then you just, you know, you grow up. I think being educated, put in the Catholic Education 
system. And the Catholics are really good at making people read and write.  
And I think reading is so important in this stuff, to just yeah, reading can take it a really 
different places from where you live and I think that's what we did. And then you move on 
and any progress to growing up and you confront things that are bad and you confront 
things that are good. And I don't think I was conscious about, “I've got a gun fight, this fight 
until later in life.”   
 
And I think it's sort of like an apprenticeship. You getting all the basic stuff right in your life - 
your parents, your education And then you start seeing all the stuff that's gotta be 
confronted that the parents hid from you. I've been fortunate. Our leaders Charlie Perkins 
and Lowitja were so important in framing your thing, but just ordinary people who were big 
on teaching things. 
 
 Geoff Scott  
 I suppose I grew up in a small country town called Narromine. I didn't know why we lived 
there until I was 12 when my grandmother eventually told me that she did that because 
there's no mission there. She moved her family there to give them a chance in life, and was 
ostracised by sides of her family for doing that. But she did that and I will never I'll never 
question that. People will have a go at you for not living on a mission, but I would never 
deny my grandmother's passion and their sacrifice for doing that. That gave us a chance in 
life.  
I grew up in the Town, I was very much just a kid until I left town at 17. My mother was very 
active in Aboriginal politics. She was the Chairman, well the Secretary, and then various 



other positions in the Land Council system for 15 years. A woman who grew up in a very 
misogynist and racist world, and she was fearless. That was something we’d learn from day 
one. And my father supported, heard absolutely and totally in those fights. Then when I 
moved to Sydney, after I left school, I moved down there, I was lucky enough to have a few 
good jobs and a few issues. When I got involved in politics per se, I am sol Bellear and Chicka 
Dixon became quasi mentors for me.  It wasn't any official. They'd ring me up and tell me 
what I did well, what I didn't do it right. And then when we need to talk, and so I was very 
lucky in those issues. I was also lucky enough to take a position – we were at a time when 
there weren’t many people to actually get in the jobs in Aboriginal administration, so the 
administration side of I've been involved in from day one. I’ve done many jobs in that area 
and I've been lucky enough to be involved in many organizations and being privileged and 
lucky enough to have those jobs. 
When I came to Sydney, I think I was the Inspector-General of the Department and I thought 
I was all that doing all these things. And then you get a phone call from home. “Come home, 
boy!” “why?” You’d go back and they’d give you your humility check, your modesty check. 
And that's about culture. You'd never promote yourself. You never put yourself in front of 
others. And if you think you can, you don't get it. 
 But in that I've learned how important the politics are. But how you actually manage the 
system and how the system works. Something I think in Aboriginal politics we haven't got 
there yet. We're quite immature in our own politics. We don't even have a lobby. We think 
we have many issues, but there is no lobby that exists at the moment. We’ve had various 
attempts, it hasn't worked, but we will keep doing it. But this is how sometimes you got look 
behind you to see that there has been progress, look over your shoulder, but there's still 
many challenges ahead of us and that's what drives us, will drive us until I leave this Earth.  
 
 Eddie Cubillo  
Like Mick and Geoff, my grandmother was taken young with their sisters and put in Kahlin  
Compound. And they went on when they were out of there, they work as domestics as well. 
My grandmother worked in the administrator's house and with the other Indigenous 
peoples.  
And we're fortunate in a Territory to have land rights under the Land Rights Act. And they 
fought really hard to get their lands back. And seeing that as a kid, it really drives you to 
appreciate where they've come from and the base that they set in regards to respect and 
culture, and how you should listen and learn and then also respect people where they come 
from. My mother was a single mother, grew me and my brothers up and helped me to 
understand the difficulties of surviving in these environments. I was fortunate enough to get 
on a board as at the Aboriginal Legal Service in Darwin and fortunate enough that I had the 
support of the elders on that on that board to push me to put my hand up to be the chair. 
And with their guidance and respect that I may know about how people across the Territory 
and respect that we're all different, but we all have needs. Then I went on and did a law 
degree and had all these ambitions to save our people. But you realize that the legal system 
is systemically racist and the issues are deeper than you first thought. And thinking on that, I 
cut my legal career short and put my hand up to get on ATSIC. I became chair and spent the 
next 2.5 years as a regional chair. While it was a dramatic time when it was under fire and 
basically, for a better word, being removed from the situation. And our voice was being 
ripped apart on views and basically lies that it wasn't producing at a regional level. Some of 
the programs that we put in place are still running to this day. Which reinforces what our 



regional councils and grassroots people were doing was right. I sort of went on from there. I 
had children and young age and they reinforced for me the need to make sure that our 
people are. That we’ve all l been told that our elders did what they did, so we don't have to 
endure what they did, but we continue to endure that stuff. No matter what we do.  
 
Jaynaya Dwyer  
As people can hear there is representation from across a lot of the country here, but from 
very similar themes about honouring your families and communities. You've all been 
involved in ATSIC, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission, very seriously 
involved. What work did you do there and what was it like to be part of a national 
representative Indigenous organisation?  
 
Mick Gooda 
 Lots of people signed up because we believed in local decision-making. We believe that if 
people were empowered to make decisions about their lives at the local level, that what 
would change our world. We signed up and I think we created ATSIC out of two 
organisations, the Aboriginal Development Commission and Department of Aboriginal 
Affairs. One was a government department, the other one was a body established by 
legislation- an independent body. And we had to throw these people together and then re-
imagine how things are going to work. And I think I'll learn later on when I became Social 
Justice Commissioner about things like in the declaration, the right - today, I'd frame it as 
the right to participate in decisions that affect you. And that's why I think “we didn't have 
that”. Back in the late eighties when we were thinking about that. When the declaration 
comes along, I'm thinking that just frames it perfectly for us, just so perfectly. The right to 
participate in decisions - free, prior and informed consent. Self-determination was the basic 
stuff, but we were thinking about differently. We would just thinking about “we've got to 
have a say here.” And that's why I signed up. I come from Central Queensland. I'm not 
involved in the national stuff.  So the thing that got me was regional councils. Making 
decisions locally. And I thought, well, the mob with the national stuff can go and do that. 
That's their business, but I'm in Central Queensland. I just want to worry about my mob and 
how they can have a say.  
And we always remember I was in DAA I don’t Scotty if you remember who said this, but 
one of them said to us - and it really sticks with me – “You never give people options, unless 
you’re prepared for them mob to take the option you don't like”, which means you've got to 
challenge all you're thinking about. We can't impose this stuff. And, and I think we started to 
bring that into government and saying, “Well, our Mob are saying this and it's not the 
government policy to do that.” And I think we all learned, we think good people in the 
system have to do the work of the government, and later on my life I decided I couldn't and 
I left but really good policy people start going back to governments and say its not going to 
work. So we will go and do the business, but we'll come back and say its not going to work 
and that's how we, we work with challenge in those days. We were allowed to challenge in 
the department, we were allowed to challenge stuff. We were allowed to ask minister's 
questions about stuff as public servants. In those days, we were encouraged to do that stuff. 
I remember going to Cape York, Labor got elected in Queensland. We were up there and 
Labor’s in power and Canberra. And we funded this organization to challenge the 
Queensland Government about something they had done. And I've got confronted by these 



bureaucrats saying, we're all Labor and we're all the same political party, so why are you're 
challenging it. And we said, we actually fund people to challenge what we do.  
That's what it was like in those days, we were allowed to do that. We'll ask the question, but 
we have rules. So I remember Pat Turner saying to us as regional managers if I ever catch 
people calling ministers by his first name I’ll kick you up the *** because we're not, we're 
not their friends. We are people who provide advice to ministers. And that's stuck with me 
all through my career about that separation between what we represent. The one thing I 
think that's changed is whichever way we did it in DAA and ATSIC We represented the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander view to government. We tried, and we did a real good. 
Now what we see is people in the system have to represent the government view to 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. And that's a fundamental difference we've got 
right now. I'm an old-fashioned public servant. I love being a public servant. I think I'll keep 
on telling people to go back to the literal meaning of public servant - We serve the public 
and our public is Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. I'm still really proud of being a 
public servant, because we can do things the private sector can't do, and we can do things 
that community sector can't do it because we can influence government. What we miss in 
what we had was the centre of their universe in Woden, every blackfella, would be there in 
Woden and we'd be out in the food halls and you'd see mob from all over Australia, you’d 
sit and then you'd talk to them about what they're doing there. And there was this really 
great thing. And I grieve for it. I dead set grieve for it. 
 
Geoff Scott  
I think coming into ATSIC as one of the original regional managers and that's when it came 
into being, which was a bit of a trial.  We were on a train, which was smelly and nobody 
knew what we're gonna do and the destination was unclear. But wherever there for the 
ride. But that's it was one of the most innovative administrative initiatives I've ever seen in 
my life and still I think, lauded by the rest of the world. And we should never lose sight of 
that. And before I get onto this, what happened in that Commission with some of the issues, 
where is that? ATSIC was something that was continuing to evolve. Its life was cut short by 
indolent, opportunistic politicians at a time when we needed leadership and the country 
was devoid of it. And that's what happened itself. And It was maybe assisted by some 
Aboriginal people in our own immature politic. But we've got to hope we learn from that 
and we move on.  
The point of being at ATSIC was always to make a better life for our children and our 
children's children. And that was the thing that drove us. There were many experiments 
which I think we were moving on from when needed to focus on. At its very death ATSIC  
was moving into having regional authorities put in place. The very thing, which surprise,  
Surprise we've returned to and we're grappling with today. But again, through the immature 
politic at both non-Aboriginal level and Aboriginal level that didn't happen back in 2004. I 
wouldn't call an experiment, but it was the first go, whatever in Aboriginal self-
determination or self-management, and ATSIC was actually constrained very much by its 
own structure and its own politic and many people don't understand that the CEO was 
responsible at the same time, both to the government and to the board of ATSIC, which 
made the CEO's job extremely difficult. Trying to explain to Senate Estimates, what the 
decisions of Regional Councils were when Senate Estimates weren't interested in the 
slightest. But that's the system that runs the country and that's the one we got to deal with.  
 



We all hope things are fairer, but you gotta deal with what’s there not what you think was 
fairer. from when it was executed as I like to call it. That's what it was-  Better. It was 
emphatic. We're still here. If ATSIC was still here, we wouldn't have had a Northern Territory 
Intervention. We wouldn't have had the income card, we wouldn't have the CDP. And all of 
the mechanisms we’ve had in-between. ATSIC gets lorded in its absence. There's no-one 
walking the halls of Parliament now, influencing and running that line of being a critical 
insider - being close enough to community to have their confidence, and close enough the 
government to have the influence on them. That's a fine line and how a critical insider works 
and that is how I would describe ATSIC. It was a creation of the parliament and sadly, one 
thing we thought that parliament wouldn't do was turn their back on us and deny us that 
voice but they did. Mark Latham and John Howard were instrumental in doing that. They 
should never be condemned for that.  
There are many stories I'd like to talk about ATSIC itself, but it was really an innovative 
public administration issue. And it was all about evolving. It evolved over many years and 
changed and went through it. We move from 60 Regional Councils back to, back to 35. We 
evolved the decision-making process. And then we change the way the Commissioners were 
elected. But again, it was an immature politic, it was evolving. And I remember the first 
challenge to ATSIC’s authority was from Aboriginal people themselves and others. Again, 
that was a challenge to the existing structures. The health lobby challenged ATSIC first up, 
and all the health portfolio was taken away from that within the first four years because of 
that challenge. A similar things happening now which worries me. But I'll go over that time. 
ATSIC became a bit of a scapegoat.  
I think we've gotta go back to 67 to remember how the Commonwealth got involved in 
Indigenous affairs or Aboriginal Affairs at the time. I mean, prior to 67, that was the 
purveyor of state governments only because states wanted to control their blacks. The 
various protection measures, Protection Agencies and the rest of it. Post 67, it became a 
concurrent power with both the Commonwealth and states being involved in administration 
of Aboriginal Affairs, with the laws of the Commonwealth prevailing if there was a conflict. 
But in that time, there's been various attempts at it – I think the Whitlam era was one of the 
great innovative administrations. Not just in Aboriginal Affairs – there has been in many 
social and cultural advancements in Australian society itself. But then you had the first 
machinations of Aboriginal people having organisations that were being funded to deliver 
services. A great innovation. And it was done quickly and there were mistakes made and 
issues made, but on the whole, it was a great advancement and it heralded the launch of 
many other issues. Well, I think from that it's becoming an exercise in cost shifting between 
state government and Commonwealth government. That happens in every area where 
there is a concurrent power. And we shouldn't be surprised at that, but it happens to this 
very day. And then it became an issue of when ATSIC came along many years later, it was an 
issue where ATSIC was blamed for everything. Now it still rings in my ears when Ministers 
were blaming ATSIC for health outcomes – we didn't fund health programs,  but they  
blamed us for everything else. But they didn't know that 85 to 90% of our budget was 
quarantined to housing, infrastructure and the CDP, which is actually an offset from Social 
Security, but hey who's counting. But that then left 15 per cent of the budget to be used for 
the myriad of other needs that Aboriginal communities and people needed. So the budget 
wasn't large. And that's where we got to – I could go through details about how that worked 
and what the various measures were and how disingenuous ministers were. But on the 
whole, we didn't enjoy a lot of support. We never enjoyed the support of Prime Minister 



and Cabinet, the primary authority within government. And that was one of the things we 
should always remember. And we only advance when Prime Minister and Cabinet gets 
behind us. And I hope the latest machination we have now, that may happen - That we have 
a Prime Minister with vision, because we've had them years ago, but, well, since the Hawke- 
Keating era, we haven't had any vision- We've had division.  
Hawke was supposed to do national land rights, but we got reconciliation which I think has 
been a process in softening the conscience of White Australia that we're doing a good job 
and we're not. That's what reconciliation means to me. I always like how Chicka Dixon 
referred to reconciliation. He spelled it W-R-E-C-K-O-U-R-S-I-L-L-Y-N-A-T-I-O-N – Wreck our 
silly nation. I think he's quite apt to this day, a man before his time and who should be 
remembered as a visionary. 
But there are many of these aspects I could talk about, but I think we lord it in its absence, it 
should have been given time to evolve. But there were those powers that be especially 
when Howardites and Hansonnites became the flavor of the day and ruled the government. 
They had an objective to destroy ATSIC and get rid of it. Eventually those circumstances 
came to power where people's actions, that opportunity arose and had happened. Maybe 
we'll get something back now. But we have to keep fighting for our own voice, our own say, 
if we don't we'll have another generation of our kids who’ll face the same problems that we 
faced and the people before faced, and that is untenable.  
 
They say it's thirty-five billion dollars spent on Aboriginal affairs every year. Now in anyone's 
circumstances, that amount of money being spent over decades without the outcome is an 
indictment on all of us. Any fair minded and fair thinking Australian would have concern 
about. We tried to have a voice and a greater say, so we do get it fixed and another 
generation of your kids don't suffer.  
 
Jaynaya Dwyer 
Eddie, tell us about how you got involved with the chair of a regional council, and what was 
that like for you?  
 
Eddie Cubillo  
As a young person, I was always encouraged to be involved with their Indigenous advocacy 
whether it'd be through our land claim or potentially in the Territory through the Land 
Rights Act. Because I was two years into practicing, maybe three. And I put that aside 
thinking, well I'm having to have a crack and this is more important to me. My people were 
incarcerated. I had a lot of family members being incarcerated. And I just didn't like what I 
was seen in the Northern Territory, which I still don't have to be perfectly honest. And so 
became Regional Chair, and little did I know that would be the last time that we have ATSIC. 
I learned a lot in a short journey. And I'm looking back now, I realise there's this huge void of 
having Indigenous people involved in advocacy and learning how to, how to do that and 
speak up for our people. Having our own people keeping you accountable, making sure that 
you're looking at the need and not yourself. Then statewide when you met and discuss the 
issues, that was something that really brought to me that there was huge discussion around 
need and we have people living in car bodies, without housing. There was, I felt that ATSIC 
started to take a turn from the elected body, making real decisions about need and our 
communities that really needed help. And when I went to Canberra to discuss the execution 
of ATSIC, as Geoff put it, which is probably a better word I saw all the other Regional Chairs 



across the country and hard what they were doing and it really heartened me, that there 
was these young professionals really being guided by the regional councils and making sure 
that we are looking after our peoples, but also heard their opinions at a national level and 
making sure that there is true respect and advocacy for our peoples and on a journey. Also, I 
met people like Mick and Geoff. And it was really sad to see that. And looking back now I 
notice that there's a huge missing link there where there are our people who will not have 
our vision and our voices heard on issues that affect us, which really has been a blight on 
this country's Indigenous affairs going forward. And in regional council myself, our council 
had 13 members, nine of them were women and it was really good to hear them stick up for 
the issues that are still big issues for women and that affect them. But there are really 
strong at making those decisions and pushing.  As Geoff and Mick have both said, I look 
forward to hopefully seeing real change in the coming future with them, how Indigenous 
people are governing change in this country.  
 
Geoff Scott  
Make one comment. Hearing Eddie’s comment just reminded me of one of the real 
challenges I had when I first went to ATSIC, I was at Uni still and I applied for a job as the 
ATSIC regional manager in Sydney and I won the job there and I went to the first meeting 
and I had to line up with all these people who had admired and looked up for a decade or 
more since I had been there. And these were people who I had to work for administering, 
trying to put it in place and it was a real challenge. Because what we had in the room was 
people who had been fighting for many decades for the for their people and for their issues. 
And then trying to translate that into an administrative structure. And working how we 
would make that work was a real challenge. And I worked for days which would start on 
Saturday morning and sometimes they were three or four times we never went home. We 
worked straight through to Sunday afternoon. And that was their commitment and their 
issues. And it was a very enlightening thing to do. It was a really challenging council. They 
took it very seriously and they grapple with how they would influence government. And 
they knew that the budget we had before us was minimal in terms of the task we had in 
front of us and how they would leverage that money to make things work. So, I learned a lot 
from those older people who are around the room. And I think I was very lucky to be there 
at the time.  
 
Eddie Cubillo 
When I left, I looked around when we had our farewell and I looked around the regional 
office in Darwin. And predominantly all the ATSIC staff was Indigenous. It was like 80 to 90 
per cent Indigenous staff, right? And now they didn't just cover the junior roles- They 
covered all the roles right up to the state manager right. For me, I said to them, look around 
the room - You'll never see this again. You'll never see our people run such a big quasi-
government organisation right.  
And the thing is, when it was coming lunchtime, you'd smell our foods being cooked right. 
And you'll see an email come out saying , telling everyone, there is food If you want to come 
down and have a feed, and if someone was sick or someone had passed, there'd be no 
questions about where that individual was, right. There was all this real understanding that 
that person’s grandfather died and everybody knew and there was no questions. Or as an 
Indigenous person, when you work in these organisations, it’s always questioned ‘he’s not 
here today- he's taken another sicky’, but everyone understood that the conditions that 



Indigenous people come to employment with – you know.- trauma, sickness, all of that. And 
I just had to say before I left and I look around the room, this is something we're going to 
really miss, right? It's really sad, but I know we're never going to see it again. And I look 
back, I guess. But the two gentlemen here who I look up to really big time, were really high 
positions that you still don't see. I mean, you see one or two now, but back then that was, 
that was, that was a significant era where as aspiring young people, you could look up and 
you see people in key roles making key decisions. And whether that's a local or at a national 
level, you had all these beliefs that you could, you could possibly get there. That's sort of 
been lacking again, on a journey in Regional Council, you had people nurturing you and 
advising you how to understand the whole thing around our advocacy because they showed 
you have to show respect and show respect and then gain respect. We have missed that for 
a while. And hopefully we can regain that.  
 
Geoff Scott  
One more point which Eddie’s sort of prompted me , to speak about is I go to talks a lot now 
I get challenged a lot about ATSIC, what it is and what it does, and a common refrain from 
people they call that a corrupt, and  I actually asked the question to  people to name one 
corrupt act and none of them can.  
It was a point pushed around by the Hanson's and the government of the day about it being 
corrupt. But it wasn't, it was one of the best administered organizations going. We had to be 
- we had our own internal audit section, plus the auditor general, plus the court of public 
opinion. I think that it did very well in that refrain. And people who keep calling it corrupt, 
you ask them the question, they cannot point the one instance. I think it's because I'm sorry, 
I’ve got to call it racism, and that’s what it was and why people were doing it. I'll always be 
proud of being part of it so you can play a role in there was the point we made at the time, 
we're developing our own leaders at the time. Even people who are getting leadership 
positions today came from ATSIC. They came from leadership programs with our cadets, 
whether they were interns, where their issues and that was a major issue that ATSIC pushed 
all the time. That's missing today - we don't have forums where people get together with 
people who supported the public, where people are given opportunity. Today, the only way 
you'll get forward if you're compliant and you're the compliant, nice black that the 
government wants you to be. That's not leadership. That's just compliance. And sadly, that's 
what happens and it's been happening for decades. But we need to move back to the 
position where we take our own position in society and we speak.  
 
Mick Gooda  
What I'm hearing. And that's what I observed, was ATSIC was a learning organization. We 
had to learn to do things. We had to learn about the bureaucracy, about putting two 
disparate organizations together. We had to learn about the political stuff with their 
regional councils and our commissioners. Had to learn and we were learning. This was this 
was an organization that never ever had an audit that was qualified.  
 
We were there, Geoff - we knew there was a bit of stuff. A public servant and cans ripped 
off $600 000 - that was a white public servant. But if you look at the corruption that they 
challenged us with, it was a narrative that appealed to the deficit of Aboriginal people- that 
we can't do this, we can do that. And Geoff, I really love, I've never heard of before, but 
you're right. Immature leadership and we had to get through that. And we were getting 



through -  the regional councils. We had commissioners. That was so good. And we were 
maturing. And this is this is like, this is how it happens. It takes so long. I sometimes think 
about Africa after the Second World War, when the colonized, the colonizers left and that 
mob turned on each other and murdered each other. And waged war. And here we are 60 
years later starting to say an orderly transition of power in those countries in Africa. And 
people look at it, Europe was feudal - and we weren't given that time to mature. And I think 
we were maturing. The regional councils were taking control. Everything we fought for 
about local leadership was starting to happen. I remember the regional council chairs and 
Eddie was one of them. We had good bureaucrats who were…. Remember how we worked 
at? I  actually remember this really clearly How do we put more money into regional council 
budget every year? And you were part of it that designed a methodology that said every 
year, program managers and Canberra had to argue why you wouldn't transfer things to 
regional councils because that was the whole, remember, that miniscule money and  we 
saw so many regional councils mature. Because I worked out. We can only find new things if 
we don't fund old things. The governance around data, you know, the regional council, 
every decision original cancel, had to make, would make, would be accompanied by a 
reasons paper with the reasons for that decision. That was never the case in the 
Commission at the top level. So we had this thing evolving that was making regional councils 
accountable not to just government but to their communities.  
And it was so brilliant, it was so good then we have recalcitrant regional counsels one or 
two, but the majority would just getting on with it and evolving. That's why I think Geoff 
what you’re saying and your terminology is so brilliant about what we had was immature 
leadership. And that was at the top level. But the people on the ground with changing.  
And I remember seeing this in Arnhem Land and how all them elders who really set back 
from ATSIC and watched. In the last election, elders, the law men and women were standing 
and put their hands up to be on the regional council. So I like our mob sat back and sit back 
and wonder what's going to happen here, and it's gammin and all that. But in the end, our 
mob were doing it. And the minute, we do that – the minute we take power. The 
government will do something to destroy it. And that's what happened with that.  
 
We started to question the government just sort of cut us off at the knees. I think it's really 
pertinent now when we're talking about after the election, about integrity and government, 
about people making decisions – show me where any person in the elected arm got 
convicted of corruption.  
 
Geoff Scott  
This is a really good conversation because I read a good opportunity to talk about issues. But 
one thing remembering which when I got to be the Deputy and the CEO of ATSIC for a little 
while. The thing you've got to remember at ATSIC itself is what we had to deal with every 
year with five thousand applications from various organizations and groups around the 
country. But the full knowledge that we could only fund four or five hundred of them. 90% 
of them were denied every year. That built up a momentum of angst and anguish and 
frustration in community because we couldn't fund their needs. And these weren't wants, 
these were needs. They weren’t getting their needs form the government budget, little 
understood as it was, restricted as it was, was not understood. And people took out their 
anger and frustration on the people in front of them, which was us and we took it because 
that was our job and our issue. And then our job was to take it back to government and try 



and get more money to meet the needs about people. And there's still my job today. That’s 
why anguish came up. And the trouble is other agencies get away with it because they 
blame that ATSIC should fund it. 
 
Mick Gooda  
But the thing is I grieve for ATSIC, I go to meetings and I grieve for ATSIC because I imagine 
what could have been. 
 
 Regional councils and I’m going to concentrate on regional councils because that's what I 
believe in, local decision making.  Our regional councils were making some really tough 
decisions, you know that Eddie , you said we had limited budgets. So like I said before, if you 
want to fund something, you've got to defund something that put the pressure on all 
organizations. What are you doing? 
 I remember here in Queensland we had the Woodford Folk Festival, which started off as 
the Maloney festival on those dates. And the regional council said, we're not going to fund 
that anymore. But white people bypass the regional council, went to Canberra and got it 
funded, well, they proposed to get funded and we're in Brisbane and we said that can't 
happen because this is what we believe. And some white bureaucrat in Canberra decided 
that we're going to try to fund them. We stopped because the local people said, We don't 
want to do that. I remember being here in Brisbane and the regional council said we want to 
put a sport centre our at, Ipswich. And I went along. I said to them - typical bureaucrat- you 
don't have that money in the sports and rec program. And they said to me, Mick We don't 
give a **** about programs - that your job. Tell you what we just want to build a sports 
centre at Ipswich. I ring up a bloke in Canberr, I wont name him. And I said, I think what 
we're gonna do is transfer $200 thousand out of the community housing infrastructure 
program chip into sports for this regional council because that's what they want. And he 
said, “You can't do that.” And I said, well, as a matter of fact, we can, that's the role of 
regional councils – you mob bureaucrats, go and sort out programs, but this is what we 
want then. Like I say, in ATSIC we had these epiphany moments that that was one of them. 
We don't care about programs – these are our priorities. We were saying before how ATSIC 
was starting to evolve into this stuff about good decision-making, you know course we gotta 
be accountable to the government. I'm not stupid, but the most people you've got to be 
accountable to is community. They're the ones who we've gotta go up every morning and 
look in the mirror and say, did we make the right decision for community?  
 
Geoff Scott  
There's one there we didn't mention before was one of the real moments of utter despair 
and frustration to me when I was working at ATSIC - and then they were highs and lows. But 
that is when Howard cut ATSIC’s budget by 400 million or 450 million dollars. Because the 
budget was quarantining, we couldn't touch infrastructure or housing or CDP. What had to 
be cut where all the women's programs, the youth programs, and all the sports programs, 
the ones that made a difference in the community’s life, which we're building communities. 
And that was a time  I was in utter despair and frustration. This day. I still feel that pain will 
happen. Trying to explain that the communities at the time. When government was saying 
in was ATSIC’s decision, was one of the greatest political acts of bastadry, I could ever think 
of.   
 



Jaynaya Dwyer  
Alright, so we’re sitting here a week after a federal election where labor is back in and 
immediately reaffirmed their commitment to Constitutional enshrinement of an Indigenous 
Voice to parliament in line with the Uluru Statement. So we wanted to take this opportunity 
to ask you what lessons can be learned from ATSIC, what you want to see from the Voice? 
 
Mick Gooda  
The election last week. It's my dream result. I think we're now starting to see independence, 
starting to raise issues at the major parties sort of avoid. So for me, everything is aligning. 
The Labor Party is going to have some checks and balances as well. I just hope I'm praying 
what Anthony said. We're going to bring Australia together  and that's bringing those 
independents into the fold - that we're not just going to play politics. And I think one of the 
most important things I've got to start talking about as our mob and the voice. And I'll get 
into trouble all the time, because I'm entirely optimistic about things, and I’m just optimistic 
that I think this is the best result even though I have all these problems with Australians. But 
I think at the end of the day, we’re starting to see decent Australian step up.  
 
I'm going to talk to my mob because that family that bring them home to Bilo,  Billowela is 
on Gangulu Country, so we're gonna work out how we're gonna do Welcome for them mob 
Gangulu people when they get back there.. I'm so looking forward to that. There isn't 
something- we don’t need to be so nasty all the time. So let's, let's see where we go here 
now. And we've got to keep all these politicians accountable for what they've said before 
the election to make sure they do it after the election.  
 
Geoff Scott  
I think we’ve reached a tipping point, or a sliding doors moment in this election. And they 
step back from the politics of fear, to the politics of hope. We now have, well I think, a man 
with a bit of vision and a bit of focus and commitment, and a man who has empathy and 
cares as a Prime Minister and that's a way forward for us. T 
his past week, I felt so much better about this layer itself, that tipping point moment with 
people who have fair-minded, real Australians, have stepped up and voice their opinion.  
 
Eddie Cubillo 
Look the election was something good to see. However the jury's out from me – Labor has  
supported some of these policies, like the execution of ATSIC, the intervention and various 
other policies that have been implemented that have affected our people dramatically. So 
for me, the jury's out on Labor and the reality is they need to prove themselves to us. Words 
are just words. I need to see an action. I'll just say that. In reference to the Voice are really, 
as I've said, I support ATSIC, I was on ATSIC and national voice is definitely needed. What 
that looks like, I don't pretend to know. I want indigenous people to really worked together 
on this. We agree on 85% of the stuff by really concentrated on a 15% that we don't agree 
on. I think if we look back and see what's been missing since ATSIC’s demise, I think we all 
respect that. We've missed ATSIC,  having people who represent us, having a bureaucracy 
that support us, even though there was some contentious thing that they were still public 
servants. And overall, I think if Australia wants to be a nation, I need they need to look at 
Aboriginal people. We as people, and I also include the Torres Strait in that, my apologies. 
But the reality is that we know how to be community and work together and really respect 



what culture and families as something that the rest of Australia could really learn from and 
we can become a great nation together. And as both Mick and Geoff have said, we think 
that Australia's matured we could really cement some of this in the way forward. I would 
definitely love to see the Voice, get up and be there and speaking on behalf of our people in 
this country. And in saying  that, I want to just want to say and  put forward the people that 
have been doing a lot of work in this space over the journey. And that's tough and we're 
hoping that it goes from here, but we all need to be together on this and hopefully we can 
really implement something that's gonna be it for our next generations that come.  
 
Mick Gooda  
I don't think are now any blackfella in Australia that doesn't agree with voice, treaty truth. 
No one disagrees with that. I've been involved with constitutional change for a long time. 
And always imagine, imagine when we get this referendum up, the next day will change 
Australia. And when the time comes we’ve all gotta get behind this. And because the voice 
is gonna be ok, or now that we're gonna do that. But what is more important that the 
Australian community gets behind it and says, this is important to us. It's not a secondary 
thing. For me, that's a primary think. So I'm looking forward to it - I'm looking forward to us 
getting down in the trenches fighting for this because I think worth while is worth fighting 
for. So we’re going to be ok.  
 
Geoff Scott 
The reason why I actually support wholeheartedly the Voice being enshrined in the 
Constitution protected is because all these bodies head for years. It had been abolished in a 
whim of government. We have various Ministers who wake up having epiphany and become 
our saviour and think they know what the answers are. It's happened time after time. We 
can't rely on the good graces of parliament, the good graces of the government of that day 
anymore, we have to have a protected Voice. We actually can be brave and be courageous 
and make those points and that's how we get it. I think we have to move forward with the 
voice itself. Right now. We have to get that into the Constitution and move to a referendum 
quickly and sell the idea, not the detail. You never sell your detail through a referendum. 
You sell a concept, an idea or a vision and a passion. That's where we're going to work the 
rest out later because you'll have the various options which committees to work out the 
details of how structured, how it works. That's stuff that's for later. But I think it's a great 
opportunity – the Voice is a way forward. 
 I think, I think the sequence is very important as well. You're not going to get appropriate 
Treaties. You're not going to get truth telling, if we don't have someone who's leveling the 
playing field, we have to have someone who's in a position to actually influence- who's not 
compliant. Who will step-up and challenge what government's doing.  Not to the point of 
being obstructive or being confrontational and combative, but actually working together to 
make better lives for people. I think a Voice needs to do that. And again, lessons from ATSIC,  
we got to learn about how that works in the workings of government. And I think many of 
our people have they been through that, the learning from what happened then and what 
frustrations were, and I think we're ready for it. And there are many out there, but there are 
many people with different views. I'm not a great fan of Closing the Gap. I think it's provided 
15 years of government excuses to do nothing. I think we need to move on from that. And 
we're going to move back to the point about how do you focus on it. But 35 communities is 
a good place to start. People know the boundaries, they know the issues. We've got a 



common place of bringing people together. What's missing since ATSIC left is that we don't 
come together and speak, there's no place we can come and talk and discuss and debate 
the issues. I think we focused on my 35 our communities and work on that and work and 
work up and down about how the structures should be put in place so people's voices are 
heard. The point in the Uluru Statement says the torment of powerlessness. That's been the 
frustration felt around the country. That's why you see people acting out of actually saying 
things and that's what it is with either move from that point. I mean, poverty is not about 
financial issues, poverty is about exclusion, about powerlessness. We need to move from 
that. I think the Voice protected in the constitution is the way forward. I think that 
Australian people are ready for it. And we can't waste time going back and redoing it, re- 
consulting and the rest of it, we have to move quickly before the impetus is lost. 
 
Eddie Cubillo 
Before we go. I really wanted to thank Mick and Geoff, who on a journey that I've been on 
with them from ATSIC and onwards have always been able to I'm share their knowledge and 
wisdom. Again, like with everyone said, we haven't always agreed on things, but respectfully 
we've been able to discuss and I’ve really learned a whole leap on that journey. And that's 
what it's all about in regards to learning about advocating for people and respecting each 
other. And hopefully this next-generation of the Voice or a representative body that 
represents our people - This will be installed in those that represent like myself had the 
opportunity to meet a lot of these leaders and elders who've gone before us and endured a 
whole heap of the wrath of of government and people and others to really lead in these 
spaces and provide guidance and tutelage to them. And it's been a pleasure to catch up with 
him after all these years to sit down and discuss a lot of this information that doesn't get out 
there.  
 
 
Geoff Scott  
 We had a chat this afternoon Eddie where you actually made a point, which I hadn't 
focused on before, but it's a very important one. The thing we've got to move forward on a 
way to take us forward is that we have to let the 80% of things we agree on the guide us and 
take us forward, not the 20% of things we don't agree on. And then we take that line, we 
can move forward. And I think it was a very, very a very mature, intelligent and focus point 
about how you can work on it. Because most things we agree on, a few things we disagree 
on, but we let the things we disagree on define us. I heard a man at once, sorry, riverbank, 
Frank. And Frank is a bit of a visionary bloke to me. I've been with them a bit. And he said to 
me one day says, “my history doesn't define me. My history informs me and support me as 
a great way to go forward.” Thank you. Thank you.  
 
Jaynaya Dwyer  
Now as we wrap up in the potatoes on the fire for out dinner, I want to thank the three of 
you for your generosity in sharing everything that you have tonight and your depth of 
commitment.  
 
Thank you for listening to our conversation. I hope you got as much out of it as I did. For 
more information about the Indigenous law and justice hub, you can visit our website or 



find us on Instagram @Indigenous law and justice hub. We would love to hear your 
feedback on this conversation. 
 
Soundtrack – White Noise Jingle-  


