
 

 

 
SARG Committee Meeting  |  Agenda 

Date: 19 & 22 January 2024 

Time: 9.00am to 4.00pm 

Venue: Level 3, 111 Grafton Street, Cairns 

 

Day 1 – Friday, 19 January 2024 

 

Time Agenda Item 

9.00am 1. Welcome  |  Quorum Confirmation  |  Opening Prayer 

9.10am 2. Apologies 

9.15am 3. Conflict of Interest (COI)  -  Declarable/Prescribed 

9.20am 4. Ratified Minutes of Previous Meeting (June 2023) 

➢ For information/noting. 

9.30am 5. Action Items from Previous Meetings 

 6. CORPORATE SERVICES:  Community Radio 

 7. CORPORATE SERVICES:  Economic Development Strategy (verbal discussion) 

 8. CORPORATE SERVICES:  Elphinstone Matters (verbal discussion) 

 9. CORPORATE SERVICES:  Transport Options – Ugar and Dauan Business Case 

(verbal discussion of consultant report) 

 10. CORPORATE SERVICES:  Advancing the Masig Statement 

10:30am Ms Sandy Killick of Democracy Matters will join the meeting at 10:30am 

12.15pm LUNCH 

1.00pm 11. MOVE INTO CLOSED BUSINESS 

 12. CORPORATE SERVICES:  Torres Strait Islander Flag Policy 

[Reason for closed discussion:  This matter involves legal advice 

obtained by the local government or legal proceedings involving the 

local government including, for example, legal proceedings that 

may be taken by or against the local government] 

 13. CORPORATE SERVICES:  Enterprise Divestment 

[Reason for closed discussion:  these matters involve negotiations 

relating to a commercial matter involving the local government for 

which a public discussion would be likely to prejudice the interests 

of the local government.] 

 14. CORPORATE SERVICES:  Mirabou Energy – Renewable Energy Project 

[Reason for closed discussion:  these matters involve negotiations 

relating to a commercial matter involving the local government for 
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which a public discussion would be likely to prejudice the interests 

of the local government.] 

 15. CORPORATE SERVICES:  Beneficial Enterprise Proposal 

[Reason for closed discussion:  these matters involve negotiations 

relating to a commercial matter involving the local government for 

which a public discussion would be likely to prejudice the interests 

of the local government.] 

 16. MOVE OUT OF CLOSED BUSINESS 

  

2.00pm 17. CONSIDERATION OF MATTERS DISCUSSED IN CLOSED BUSINESS 

4.00pm 18. Day 1 - Closing Remarks & Prayer 
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Day 2 – Monday, 22 January 2024 

 

Time Agenda Item 

9.00am 19. Welcome – Day 2  |  Quorum Confirmation  |  Opening Prayer 

9.05am 20. Apologies 

9.10am 21. Conflict of Interest (COI)  -  Declarable/Prescribed 

11.15am 22. Treaty Management Issues 

23. Safe & Healthy Housing Committee – ( Verbal Update) 

12.00nn 24. General / Other Business (on notice) 

12.50pm 25. Next Meeting Date:  6 February 2024 

12.55pm 26. Closing Remarks & Prayer 
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Pre 1872, the people of the Torres Strait were self governing with
a system of island leaders or mamooses. The seperate island
communities were autonomous, independent and self-
governing before being annexed by the British Colony of
Queensland in 1872 and 1879. 

This report documents the work of past and present Torres
Strait Islanders striving to establish a balance between island
based self governance and top down state/federal governance. 

The first call for Ailan Government was in 1937 at the inaugural
Torres Strait Island Councillors Conference on Masig Island. As
the eighty fifth anniversary of the Conference approached,
Torres Strait people faced the same health, housing and
economic problems raised in 1937. Community discussions and
action resulted in Malungu Yangu Wakay, the Voice from the
Deep - the Masig Statement of 2022.

The Masig Statement is a fresh call for self determination and
regional autonomy so Torres Strait peoples can freely pursue
economic, social and cultural development.
 
It is a living statement from Torres Strait people to all  partners -
local, state, federal representatives, as well as public servants,
private sector partners and other stakeholders. 

To understand the significance and promise of the Masig
Statement, it is necessary to understand the actions of Torres
Strait people, especially since 1937. Here you can read the history
behind the Masig Statement.  

This report explains the necessity of a ‘look, listen, adapt’
approach going forward. Finally, it invites each of us to consider
the purposeful actions we must take to bring the Masig
Statement alive by August 2037. 

A D V A N C I N G  T H E  M A S I G  S T A T E M E N T



OVERGOVERNED
Torres Strait people are

overburdened with federal & state
bureaucracy which doesn't meet

local needs. Funding goes to
bureaucratic overheads & external

providers rather than meeting
community needs. 

Service provision by external
agencies leads to service

inefficiencies, duplication,
gaps, declining well being &
further dilution of autonomy. 

INADEQUATE ESSENTIAL SERVICES 

Job opportunities are lost when
external contractors & businesses

provide services. Public sector roles
do not offer career development. 

LIMITED EMPLOYMENT &
TRAINING OPPORTUNITIES 

Poor outcomes caused by very limited
access to GPs + specialists +

diagnostics, limited fresh food supply.
Non TSI professionals recommend
culturally inappropriate solutions. 

SIGNIFICANT HEALTH PROBLEMS

High cost of contractor built
housing & equipment maintenance.

Limited housing & office supply.
Port & airport infrastructure

maintenance costly & inadequate.
Telecommunications connectivity
inconsistent across the islands.  

UNMET HOUSING &
INFRASTRUCTURE DEMANDS 
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LOSS OF ECONOMIC SELF RELIANCE 
Commercial fishing profits go out of the
region. Few Torres Strait Islanders are

employed in this industry. Strong
reliance on federal & state funding.

Economic independence is a building
block for regional autonomy. 

AILAN KASTOM MARGINALISED 

Inconsistent aviation regulation on aircraft
maintenance creates unsafe air transport

for community + visting specialists. Airstrip
runways are not safe enough to meet new

regulations, eg Mer, Erub & Mabuyag.

 Repeal of Community Services (Torres
Strait) Act 1984 (Qld) undermined

cultural practices & decimated
community driven services 

LOSS OF REGIONAL AUTONOMY 
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Wide dispersion of small TSI
populations limits recognition &

representation. External fishing &
tourism services do not reflect

traditional practices & customs. 

TRANSPORT SAFETY CONCERNS



The Torres Strait Islands were annexed by Queensland in two stages in 1872
and 1879, making it part of the British colony of Queensland, despite some
islands being positioned closer to the New Guinea coast. Federation in 1901
made the Islands part of the State of Queensland.

The 1936 Maritime Strike by Torres Strait Islander workers against the
Protector system imposed by the Queensland government was a turning
point. It triggered the 1937 Councillors Conference and started a century of
persistent and significant action towards self determination. 

August 23, 1937 the first formal call for Ailan Government is made at the  
inaugural Torres Strait Inter-Islander Councillors Conference on Masig
Island. 

1939 The second Inter-Islander Councillors Conference lays the ground
work for the Torres Strait Islanders Act 1939, passed by Queensland
parliament. For the first time Islanders are legally recognised as a
separate people. Many restrictions from the Protector era still remain.

1962 Torres Strait Islanders obtain the right to vote in Federal elections
and State elections in 1964. 

1965 The Torres Strait Islander Act, 1939 is repealed and replaced by the
Aborigines and Torres Strait Islander Affairs Act. Almost all the restrictive
clauses under the 1939 Act were removed, including the old restrictions
on the right to travel to the mainland.

1984 Queensland parliament passes the Community Services (Torres
Strait) Act 1984 based on a strong self governance framework. 

1988 Thursday Island Leaders forum reaffirms self determination. 

Late 1980s TSI cultural leaders reclaim the name of the region with the
acronym ‘Zenadth Kes’ describing the region’s winds & geography. 

June 1992 Mabo case: the High Court of Australia finds Meriam people
hold traditional ownership of the Mer lands, proving terra nullius is false.

1994 the Torres Strait Island Regional Authority (TSRA) is established. It is
an Australian Public Service agency to support TSI programs. 
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A key moment: 1992 Mabo decision builds the case for sovereignty 

In simple terms, sovereignty is about the authority and autonomy of a
group to govern its own people and jurisdiction. 

Sovereignty means Torres Strait Islanders have the right to be in decision
making positions, to make informed decisions and choose their own ways of
governing themselves, within the nation-state of Australia. 

Sovereignty includes the right to preserve the different collective identity
and cultures of the Torres Strait. It means absolute power over their
community lies with the community itself. 

At its deepest level, Indigenous sovereignty means the ancestral, spiritual
relationship to the land. It encompasses the obligations to country and
community that Aboriginal Elders and leaders hand on to new generations. 

Sovereignty is a power commonly claimed by nation-states. It was
historically asserted by settler colonial states, eg Britain, when they took
over the lands of Indigenous peoples. A nation-state is a geographically
bounded group of people who identify as a nation.*

Colonisation in Australia happened without any treaties with, or payment to,
First Nations peoples. The British Empire justified this with the legal fiction
of ‘terra nullius’ that Australia was an ‘empty land belonging to no-one’. 

The Mabo case, brought by Torres Strait Islanders Eddie Koiki Mabo,
Reverend David Passi, Celuia Mapoo Salee, Sam Passi and James Rice,
overturned the legal fiction of terra nullius. It created momentum for
Indigenous sovereignty.                                                             *Source: aigi.org.au
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The Mabo decision prompted the then Federal Minister for Aboriginal &

Torres Strait Islander Affairs Senator, the Hon John Herron to call for a

House of Representatives Standing Committee inquiry into Torres Strait

Islanders autonomy in August 1996. It delivered the New Deal for Torres

Strait Island People report in 1997. 



1997 HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES INQUIRY REPORT 
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From 1996 - 1997 the Federal House of
Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal &
Torres Strait Islander Affairs examined the long term
social, economic and political problems undermining
the well being of the Zenadth Kes communities. 

Many of the issues reviewed in 1997 were raised at
the 1937 Torres Strait Island Councillors’ Conference. 

 The bipartisan Standing Committee found ethical
grounds exist for addressing the problems and that
realistic solutions are available. 

Their report 'Torres Strait Islanders: A new deal. A
report on greater autonomy for Torres Strait
Islanders' highlighted multiple key findings including
the fact Australia's federal system does not serve the
people of the Torres Strait well: 

T
"While the distinct levels – Commonwealth, state
and local government – provide a satisfactory
means of delivering services and allowing
democratic representation to most Australians,
this has not been so for Torres Strait Islanders. The
result for a small, contained and geographically
isolated population has been inefficiency,
duplication, a lack of services and a dilution of real
autonomy."  (Page ix)



*From Kaurareg Land Council submission, Standing Committee report, page 14  
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Greater regional autonomy 

Preservation of Ailan Kastom 

Better service outcomes
Locally controlled, coordinated &
culturally aligned services would
correct delivery problems &
increase accountability. 

Employment & Training 

Economic self reliance 
Local economy based on fisheries,
tourism, construction, health
service delivery, entry level public
sector jobs & careers.

Necessity of local decision
making 
"The very act of being involved in
decision making gives great hope
to community members. .."* 

Local decision making, program
design & delivery integrates
cultural values safeguards &
grows Ailan Kastom. 

Is a worthy & achievable goal
that offers enriched lives for
current & future generations. 

Once set up, local businesses can
support new apprenticeship
programs & employment. State &
federal cadetships & training
should offer career pathways. 

A role for elders 

A Council of Elders advises on
cultural & traditionally
significant issues. This
maintains social structures. 
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Despite the Standing Committee's strong support for regional autonomy
and practical recommendations in the 'Torres Strait Islanders: A new
deal. A report on greater autonomy for Torres Strait Islanders' report,  the
then Commonwealth Government does not endorse this direction and
little impact results from the inquiry. 

2001 Bamaga Accord proposes a new regional governance framework for
the Torres Strait, developed by the Greater Autonomy Task Force,
initiated by the TSRA.

2008 the Queensland Government imposes amalgamation on fifteen TSI
councils. Torres Strait Island Regional Council & NPARC are created.

2009 TSRA, TSIRC, TSC and NPARC collaborate to develop the Torres
Strait and Northern Peninsula Regional Plan Regional Plan: 2009 - 2029.

October 2011 Queensland Premier Bligh writes to Prime Minister Gillard
requesting support for greater regional autonomy for the Torres Strait
and to initiate a reform process. 

2013/2014 discussions about governance reforms are held with Federal
Minister Nigel Scullion, Warren Entsch MP, Warren Mundine Chair of
Indigenous Advisory Council, plus various Torres Strait and Northern
Peninsula stakeholders. 

2014 Joint Leaders’ Forum (Thursday Island) develops a ‘One boat’
Zenadth Kes Regional Assembly model. 

2015, the ‘One boat’ Zenadth Kes Regional Assembly Model for Torres
Strait presented to Prime Minister Abbott. This meeting explores a self
governed territory model, similar to Norfolk Island (pre 2016) plus options
from New Zealand Government, Fijian Government, ACT/Northern
Territory arrangements. 
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2015 Federal Minister for Indigenous Affairs, the Hon Nigel Scullion,
publicly supports Torres Strait Islanders’ aspirations to improve
governance arrangements, confirmed by letter December 2nd, 2015. 

July 2016 TSIRC deputation to Queensland Government proposes
regional government enacted via legislation.

2020 Queensland parliament passes the Meriba Omasker Kaziw Kazipa
(Torres Strait Islander Traditional Child Rearing Practice) Act.  

2021 the Zenadth Kes Secretariat Torres Strait Islander Corporation (ZKS)
is incorporated under the CATSI Act as Torres Strait Islander Corporation.

As the 85th anniversary of the 1937 call for 'Ailan Government'
approaches, a new statement - the Masig Statement - is drafted. 

August 2022 - Torres Strait Islander community elders & members
endorse the Masig Statement. Northern Peninsula Area Regional
Council, Torres Shire Council & the Torres Strait Island Regional Council
elected representatives also endorse the statement.

The Masig Statement aligns with Article 3 of the 2007 United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (ratified by the
Australian government in 2009). It calls for regional autonomy via self
government as well as economic, social and cultural development.

 
The Masig Statement requires State and Federal governments to work in
partnership by stepping back and adopting a ‘look, listen and adapt’
approach to enable the community based decision making that sits at
the heart of Indigenous sovereignty. 

The Masig Statement offers a culturally united path 
to regional sovereignty by 2037. 

It represents the culmination of a 100 year campaign. 
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THE MASIG STATEMENT
MALUNGU YANGU WAKAY
The Voice from the Deep

23 August 2022

Purpose

To establish principles and parameters on behalf of the
peoples of the Torres Strait Island & Northern Peninsula
Area to act together in unity, in order to pursue and achieve
self-determination and regional autonomy and, in doing so,
preserve our distinctive and diverse spiritual, material and
economic relations with the lands, territories, waters, coastal
seas and other resources with which we have a connection
under Ailan Kastom and Aboriginal tradition. 

Aims 

1. In accordance with Article 3 of the United Nations Declaration
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples adopted by the United
Nations General Assembly on September 13th 2007 and
supported by the Australian Government on 3rd April 2009 and
the Preamble of the Human Rights Act 2019 (Qld), we seek to
achieve our right to self determination as the people of the
Torres Strait and Northern Peninsula Area. 

2. By virtue of our sovereign right, we have the right to freely
determine our political status and to freely pursue our
economic, social and cultural development. 



3. In keeping with Article 4 of the United Nations Declaration
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, in exercising our right
to self determination, we have the right to autonomy or self
government in matters relating to our internal and local
affairs, as well as ways and means for financing their
autonomous functions.

4. Therefore, we will create partnerships with Key Regional
Stakeholders, the Queensland and Australian governments
together with other relevant organisations; to better equip
us to work together to achieve our regional goals and
aspirations; and in working together as representatives of
the peoples of the Torres Strait and Northern Peninsula Area
obtain and safeguard our human rights enshrined in
international, national and Queensland law. 

PAST: 23 August 1937 was the beginning of regional
autonomy - the Torres Strait Island Councillors Conference. 

PRESENT: 23 August 2022 is the beginning of a new
beginning, a culturally united path to regional sovereignty -
the MASIG Statement. 

FUTURE: 23 August 2037 will be the beginning of regional
sovereignty.

Torres Strait Islander community members started endorsing the
statement on August 23, 2022. It has also been endorsed by elected
representatives on the Northern Peninsula Area Regional Council,  
Torres Shire Council & the Torres Strait Island Regional Council.
Endorsing the Masig Statement is an ongoing process - community
members and partners are invited to sign the statement. 



The Masig Statement deliberately uses distinct terms - self determination,
regional autonomy, self governance, sovereignty and Ailan Kastom. These
terms explain the life Torres Strait Islanders want to establish for future
generations and to keep Torres Strait culture strong. 

Self determination is the ‘fundamental right of people to shape their own
lives.’ It means Torres Strait Islanders:  

Have a choice in determining how their lives will be governed.  
Participate in decisions affecting their lives, including a right to formal
recognition of group identities, values and beliefs. 
Have control over their lives and their future, including their economic,
social and cultural development. (1)

Self governance is a vital part of self determination. Self governance
means having genuine power to make decisions relating to internal and
local affairs. It involves taking responsibility for what happens on Torres
Strait land and sea. It requires external partners to be directly accountable
to Torres Strait elders and community. 

The impact of colonisation since the Torres Strait Islands were annexed in
the late 1800s and interactions with state and federal governments has
created governance structures, silos and habitual ways of working that
don’t align with Torres Strait values, beliefs and customs. It will take
incremental steps to achieve sustainable self governance by 2037. 

What does ‘incremental self governance’ look like? 
entering into agreements or contracts that steadily increase financial
independence;
building strong mechanisms for local control of decision-making or
dispute resolution; and 
designing culturally-legitimate governance solutions. (2)

Self governance works for Torres Strait Islanders because they were self
governing before 1872 and have continued to practice clan and community
based democracy daily. Local government in the Strait has an expanded
scope of operations, including managing the treaty agreement,
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and the Torres Strait Protected Zone, between the border of mainland
Australia and Papua New Guinea (PNG), delivering housing services,
meeting the needs of community living in remote locations, maintaining
national maritime infrastructure, roads and airports as well as holding
community courts and making community by-laws. 

Good governance means finding solutions to challenges facing current
and future generations. Torres Strait Islanders are best placed to design
the solutions to address their challenges, with input from state/federal
partners, experts and other stakeholders who are willing to use a ‘look,
listen, adapt’ approach, rather than ready made solutions. 

Regional autonomy means a power sharing arrangement between local
decision makers and state/federal authorities. It implies a continuing
degree of economic, political and cultural connection with constitutionally
recognised authorities. At its strongest level, it can be described as
‘internal self-government’ within a state. It requires finding ways and
means to finance autonomous functions. (3) 

The people of the Torres Strait have high levels of cultural autonomy as a
result of their unique Ailan Kustom being recognised by Australian judicial
and legal systems. Examples include the Mabo case decision which
extinguished terra nullius and established native title law and the Meriba
Omasker Kaziw Kazipa (Torres Strait Islander Traditional Child Rearing
Practice) Act (2020). 

Political autonomy is high as well. For example the Strait is treated as a
discrete administrative region by the Queensland Government and the
Commonwealth Government. (4)

Economic autonomy, while at a lower level, can be strengthened by trying
new structures, processes, enterprises and agreements. Regional autonomy
offers Torres Strait communities stability against the changes of
government policy and commitment following state and federal elections. 
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Regional autonomy is a formal goal the Torres Strait Island Regional
Council, as set out in the Torres Strait Regional Authority’s Regional
Assembly Transition Plan (2018). Establishing a Regional Assembly model
of government would enable a greater level of autonomy to discharge
local, state and commonwealth powers in one governing entity, formally
recognising the principles of Ailan Kustom, and traditional governance
systems. (5) The Masig Statement identifies the first Inter-Island meeting
of Councillors on Masig in August 1937 was the beginning of regional
autonomy.

The final term to clarify is sovereignty. The Masig Statement declares 23
August 2037 will be the beginning of ‘regional sovereignty.’ 

“...sovereignty is the exercise by a people - whether a clan, a tribe or    
nation - of control over a particular territory through their political and
social institutions.” In law, it has three main features - control, territory and
entitlement. It differs from land ownership. (6) In lore, it is established
through continuous connection to country and Ailan Kustom. 

In modern times, sovereignty is rarely vested in one person or entity. For
example, since Federation ‘Australian sovereignty’ has been divisible
between the Crown, the Commonwealth and the States and Territories. (7)

In his 1993 ABC Boyer Lecture, Councillor Getano Lui Junior reminds us
Australia has three inhabited island territories: Norfolk, Christmas and
Cocos Keeling, each with its own tailor made local constitution.... (to) suit
local cultural, historical and environmental realities. And that a federation
like Australia is made up of different levels of government - where and
how they fit is a matter for review. (8)

Achieving regional sovereignty requires relationship building, respect,
trust and deliberation. Imagination is also vital, to see different ways of
sharing power, making decisions and institutional arrangements. With a
commitment to collaboration by all stakeholders, self determination,
regional determination and and nation building can become the norm.
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HOW DO TSIRC
COUNCILLORS FEEL
ABOUT THE VOICE
FROM THE DEEP?

Ancestors are awakening. 

We were at the front of
the boat with a bow but
no arrow. Now we have
the arrow. 

Sovereignty needs to be realised to
overcome poverty, bring resources
to communities and give young
people a future. 

It's a cry from our region
- we have been talking
about the same issues
for 85 years. .

It's a voice for the
community. A statement
of unity. We are working
together. 

The past and the present
are coming together to

create our future. 

Insights from
the Masig
Statement

Workshop in
November

2022 - 
 Figure 1.



Figure 2 TSI
Councillor
concerns,
November

2022
workshop  
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The Ailan Way means our partners will 
‘look, listen and adapt’ 

by visiting community, building
relationships, being curious about  

what does or doesn’t work, and
designing solutions with us.

“It’s like a story - invite everyone to be
part of it. Be open, be transparent,

don’t leave the community out.” 
Wayne Green, TSIRC Executive Director,

Building Services 

Fit for purpose housing in the Strait 
Since July 2022 TSIRC, QBuild and the

Office of Queensland Government
Architect have been using a ‘look,

listen, adapt’ approach based on three
principles - community visits to build

relationships and see properties,
meeting with tenants and community

to listen to them, and weekly
communication to build trust and
transparency. See the Journey to

Regional Sovereignty by 2037 section
of the TSIRC website to track results  

The Ailan Way means all parties working on a challenge start go to the
community to look at the situation, listen to the elders and community
members about what is working and what is not, and adapt options to fit
with what they have seen and heard. 

Elders and community are involved in the process from the beginning to
the end, providing feedback and sharing the wisdom that comes from
living with a challenge. 

“The principles for Torres Strait... renewal are simple: we need to be able to
make decisions about social, cultural, economic and environmental

matters in our region, not just the right to attend advisory meetings which
may or may not pass our ideas up the line.”  

Councillor Getano Lui Junior,1993 ABC Boyer Lecture,

This self determination & regional autonomy campaign must be
anchored in the community - elders, young people, 

people with different experiences involved.
May 2023 ‘Advancing the Masig Statement’ TSIRC workshop 
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Action is necessary to secure regional sovereignty. Collaborative action using
the Ailan Way approach - look, listen & adapt - is the most effective path to
delivering sustainable solutions and strengthening self governance by 2037. 

Act & reflect constantly: Take action in each term of council. Run  
experiments, observe what emerges and learn through reflection. Avoid
staying in discussion mode. 

Challenge assumptions & old ways: Ask questions constantly. What if the
current approach was disrupted? Why do we do it this way? 

Collaborate to shift from an ‘us vs them’ mentality to an ‘all of us’
approach. Build trust and understanding through dialogue to discover key
insights that can lead to new possibilities and ways of working. 

Look, listen & adapt each day to build your skills for working the Ailan Way. 

Communicate openly and constantly - everyone must know weekly what
is happening on the ground, within a community, what has emerged. 

Work across generations - active, Intergenerational Taskforces in each
community enable learning together and deepen leadership skills. They  
must speak directly and regularly to Council and external partners. 

Look for chances to build strong relationships with the Masig Statement -
ensure Islanders have regular opportunities to sign the statement, share
stories of their ancestor’s involvement in the 100 year campaign,
communicate what a satisfying future means to them and those they care
about, encourage all to choose a part they can play in the journey to 2037. 

Keep calling people into the journey to 2037, invite them to help ‘write’ the
story of how regional sovereignty in the Torres Strait was achieved. Artists,
musicians, story tellers deepen the emotional connection to the journey. 

Put the Masig Statement on the agenda whenever Islanders meet - at  
community forums, Council meetings and stakeholder meetings. 

Be accountable to elders and community - look for chances to directly
answer questions from community members and provide updates. 

Focus on tak ing the next step, rather than revisiting the problem. 

Share successes, big and small so people can see the new system of self
determination and regional sovereignty growing around them. 



GBK Symposium on Regional Autonomy and Independence Gur A
Baradharaw Kod (GBK) Torres Strait Sea and Land Council Torres Strait
Islander Corporation, Address by June Oscar AO, Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner, May 2019 (1) 

‘Self determination’, Australian Indigenous Governance Institute,   
https://aigi.org.au/toolkit/self-determination-for-aboriginal-and-torres-
strait-islander-peoples, accessed January 2024. (2) 

‘Indigenous autonomy in Australia:  Some concepts, issues and
examples’,  W.S. Arthur, Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy
Research, The Australian National University, No. 220/2001. (3) 

As above. (4) 

Priority Area Six - Regional Governance, TSIRC website
https://www.tsirc.qld.gov.au/deputations/regional-governance. (5) 

‘Sovereignty’, Dr Michael Dodson, Chairperson of the Australian
Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island Studies in ‘Balayi: Culture,
Law and Colonialism’, Volume 4, 2002. (6) 

‘Treaty and sovereignty in Australia’, Dr Lisa Strelein and Dr Belinda
Burbidge, AIATSIS,  Native Title Newsletter 2019, Issue 2. (7) 

‘Self determination’, Getano Lui Junior, ABC Radio National Boyer
Lecture - https://www.abc.net.au/listen/programs/bigideas/2022-boyer-
lecture-one-noel-pearson-1993-boyer-getano-lui/102093404. (8) 
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I express my gratitude to the Torres Strait
Island Regional Council members for the
opportunity to journey with you to 2037. 

Sandy Killick, CEO, Democracy Matters 

To amend or update this report, please email 
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I wish to acknowledge the traditional owners and
native title holders of the Kemer Kemer Meriam
Nation, the Kulkalgal Nation, the Maluligal Nation,
the Kaiwalagal Kaurareg Aboriginal National and
the Gadaw Maluligal Nations of the Torres Strait. 

I pay my respects to the elders - past and present
- of the lands, waters and winds of the Torres
Strait Island community.

sandy@democracymatters.com.au

or call +61 409 204 100
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Proposed Advancing the Masig Statement Action Plan for TSIRC (2024 - 2028)  

Purpose 

To identify the key strategies required to strengthen self governance and progress regional autonomy. Over time, the collective impact of these 

strategies will deliver self determination and regional sovereignty.  
 

Current state  Comments made at TSIRC workshops in May and November 2023  

Where we are now  Patchy awareness of Masig Statement in TS communities.  

Masig Statement must be community centred. Each TSI community must connect meaningfully with the Masig Statement. 

The Masig Statement is not part of TSIRC’s planning and budget processes.  

Some key stakeholders are in the boat, some are out of the boat.  

Key stakeholders do not have the same level of information and understanding about the Masig Statement.  

Sovereignty is misunderstood and is a block for some stakeholders, eg Queensland government   

 
 

Key strategies  Rationale  Responsibility & core action 

1. The Masig Statement is an everyday 
business for TSIRC.   

The Masig Statement outcomes can only be realised if they 
become the part of the day to day business of community and 
Council.  

Governance and Leadership Committee 
identifies the most appropriate 
processes, budgets, events and 
discussions where the Masig Statement 
should be on the agenda for regular 
discussion, action and review.   

2. Council always has one or two ‘Ailan 
Way - Look, listen & adapt’ pilot 
projects occurring at any time, to 
help participants  ‘feel their way 
forward’ towards  
 

Pilot projects involving external stakeholders are the best way 
to understand how self governance and regional autonomy can 
work. Pilot projects are powerful because they shift 
stakeholder’s focus from the problem to the solution. A pilot 
project makes it possible to ‘see the future’, makes it possible 
for new forms of agreement making to emerge and helps all 

SARG with CEO and Executive Directors 
identify pilot projects that can address 
core and significant issues facing TS 
people, eg the housing pilot project.  
 
Working on the key challenges facing TS 



 

2 

stakeholders see how community centred decision-making 
works and the benefits it offers. Reporting to elders and 
community members increases accountability.  

people will deliver the greatest shift 
towards self determination and regional 
sovereignty.  

3. There is intergenerational 
understanding and ownership of the 
Masig Statement.   

Intergenerational Task Forces are elected in each community 
for a set term. They agree on a meeting schedule for listening to 
the community. They have direct and regular dialogue with 
Council and external stakeholders to provide feedback, 
communicate issues, concerns, successes and impact. They are 
a strong link between community, council and partner agencies.  

Governance and Leadership Committee 
ensures that the Intergenerational Task 
Forces are operating, understand their 
purpose and processes are in place to 
ensure direct and regular dialogue with 
Council and external stakeholders.   

4. Regional dialogue with Torres Shire 
Council, NPARC, GBK and TSRA 
identifies existing processes or 
projects where an ‘Ailan Way - Look, 
listen & adapt’ approach can be 
incorporated.  
 

‘Starting something new is appealing, however the important 
work is fixing existing but broken or underperforming initiatives 
and organisations.’ (Radical Collaboration Guidebook)  
 
Choosing existing processes/projects where a ‘Ailan Way - Look, 
listen & adapt’ approach is the most straightforward way of 
incorporating the Masig Statement goals at regional level.  
 
Piloting a ‘Look, listen & adapt’ approach allows regional 
partners to ‘feel their way forward’ to understand how power 
needs to be distributed differently and the types of 
collaboration required for regional autonomy.   
 
Each stakeholder will need to reflect on their own assumptions 
and actions - are they enabling or disabling progress towards 
regional autonomy? Reporting to elders and community 
members helps to reality check solutions and increases 
accountability to the community.  

ROC? TSRA? Regional assembly?  
To be confirmed 
To build upon the drafting and signing of 
the Masig Statement, a dialogue focused 
on identifying which existing processes 
or projects are most appropriate for a 
‘Look, listen & adapt’ approach is 
recommended.  
 
There is a danger of staying at a 
discussion level only and not making any 
impact. To generate momentum 
towards 2037, dialogue and trialing a 
‘Look, listen & adapt’ approach can work 
together.  
 
 

5. ‘Communicating the journey towards 
2037’ is a core priority.  

Communication is a simple yet powerful strategy in the journey 
towards 2037. The importance of communication is often 
overlooked and insufficient time is given to it. However, when it 
is a key priority, it can strengthen people’s connection to the 
Masig Statement and bring new people ‘into the boat’. 
 
It is strongly recommended that the TSIRC website has a new 

Governance and Leadership Committee, 
Community Services Executive Director, 
CEO and council media team work 
together to identify the most 
appropriate channels for sharing stories 
that TSIRC allies can understand and 
want to be part of. Share stories of small 
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section dedicated to communicating any actions taken to 
achieve Masig Statement outcomes. For example, celebrations 
involving the Masig Statement, stories about Ailan Way pilot 
projects, historical timeline of actions since 1937, stories of 
ancestral connection to the 100 year journey, existing videos by 
elders/councilors about the Masig Statement can be 
consolidated into one place on the council's website.  
 
“It’s like a story - invite everyone to be part of it. Be open, be 

transparent, don’t leave the community out.” Wayne Green, 

TSIRC Executive Director, Building Services housing pilot case 

study  

successes or insights frequently. Share 
stories of hope to keep people engaged 
and strong until 2037.  
 
Engage creative people to share the 
stories - musicians, story tellers 
(traditional and digital), artists, social 
media creatives - of the new system of 
self governance and regional autonomy 
growing in the Torres Strait.  
 
 
 
 

6. Stakeholders are curious about, and 
committed to, collaborating for 
impact  

If the people leading the strategies outlined above aren’t willing 
to open up to the views and challenges of others and to 
incorporate some of these into what they’re doing, then there’s 
not going to be any success. If collaborators accept different 
perspectives, opportunities, constraints and powers, then 
conflict and insights will come out in a constructive way.  
 
“What really helped is a sense of mutuality, equality, and win-
win - and an absence of dictating. The biggest lesson for me was 
how to dissolve boundaries of power relationships when we’re 
working in collaboration, because if the organisations we work 
with had felt that we were trying to teach them something, then 
nothing would have worked. I've come to see that impactful 
shifts often start with a change in mindset - from an "us vs 
them" mentality to a more collaborative "all of us" approach.” 
(Radical Collaboration Guidebook)  
 
Achieving the Masig Statement outcomes of self determination 
and regions sovereignty will feel like radical change for some 
stakeholders. Working towards 2037 will require deep 
collaboration and honest reflection. Differences between 
stakeholders will produce disagreements and discomfort. 

Governance and Leadership Committee 
tracks collaboration processes. What 
enables deep collaboration? What 
disables it? How can collaborators get 
the assistance they need to build their 
capacity for collaboration that will 
produce long lasting outcomes?   
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People will enter a collaboration convinced that they are right 
and others are wrong. You can’t erase these differences and 
you don’t have to: usually it is possible and necessary to 
advance together in spite of, even because of, such continued 
differences. If you insist on complete agreement and alignment, 
you will not be able to advance.  
 

 
“The way forward to self determination and regional sovereignty will rarely be clear or straightforward. It is not a highway: you can’t 

clear away the obstacles and make a straight road before you start. The only way to advance with speed, scale, and justice is through 

rapid, disciplined, iterative experimentation.  

 

The August 2037 timeline creates pressure for decisive and definitive action, but advances will not always be linear or predictable. 

Take small steps quickly to learn through trial and error what works, and to build your confidence, capacity, and momentum.” Adapted 

from the Radical Collaboration Guidebook (https://radicalclimatecollaboration.reospartners.com)  

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

https://radicalclimatecollaboration.reospartners.com/












 

  

 

 
 

Charting a path to Masig Statement goals by 2037 

November 2022 Workshop report 

Prepared for TSIRC by Democracy Matters  
 

Background 

Mayor Mosby invited Sandy Killick, Democracy Matters CEO to facilitate a workshop focusing on the Masig Statement for TSIRC councillors and 

senior staff in Cairns in November 2022. Two workshops followed in May and November 2023.  
 

Democracy Matters is a non partisan leadership training organisation committed to growing democracy between elections. We work with local, 

state and federal representatives to build their skills and confidence to respond to the challenges in their term of office.  
 

Purpose of this confidential report  

This report records the discussion of the TSIRC Councillors and Executive Directors present at a workshop facilitated by Sandy Killick in Cairns on 

November 10th, 2023. By using  a future scenarios exercise, participants started considering ‘What steps could this and successive TSIRC 

councillors take to realise the Masig statement by 2037?’  

 

Group discussion 1: Personal connection to the Masig statement  

Councillors and Executive Directors were asked ‘How do you feel about the Voice from the Deep?’ 

● The past and present are coming together to create our future. 

● Empowered, privileged and challenged.  

● It’s a voice for the community. A statement of unity. We are working together. 

● The statement has been a long time coming. Moving forward feels good. 

● Ancestors are awakening.  
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● Pride in the region. Connected across the region. Aspiration for our region.  

● It’s a cry from our region - we have been talking about the same issues for 85 years.  

● I think of a trumpet shell from the deep, calling to others.  

● We were at the front of the boat with a bow but no arrow. Now we have the arrow.  

● Sovereignty needs to be realised to overcome poverty, bring resources to communities and give a future to young people.  

● We have had a voice to listen to since 1937.  

● Frustration about neglect of region - same issues for 85 years.  

● Masig statement is useful for knocking on the door.  

● It’s a powerful statement.  

There is a very strong sense of connection to the Masig statement and a high degree of alignment between the council members present. The 

language and images in the responses from Councillors and Executive Directors could be used to communicate with island communities and 

external stakeholders.  
 

Councillors and Executive Directors were asked to ‘What concerns do you have about realising the Masig statement?’ 

● How might we involve younger generations? 

● What can we do when stakeholders are not listening? 

● Adequate resourcing for this work.  

● How do we take the Voice from the Deep to others?  

● How can we make the Masig statement practical in the regions?  

● How can we bring others along?  

● How might we hold the attention of TSI people for 15 years? How do we handle times when the community is losing focus?   

These concerns are noted in Section 2: Principles & possible action plan framework  
 

Group discussion 2: 2037 Future scenarios exercise  

Participants formed three teams - Eastern, Central, Western - and were asked to imagine two future scenarios. (Responses shown in Diagram A)  

● Scenario A: Imagine it’s 2037 and the Masig statement is fully operational. This is the start of self determination and regional autonomy. 

What do you see?  

● Scenario B: Imagine it’s 2037. Little progress has been made and the region is unlikely to realise the elements of the Masig statement. 

What do you see?  
 

A note about working with scenarios:  
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Scenarios are not predictions, preferences or projections - they are intended to trigger new possibilities. They help participants better adapt to the 

emerging future/futures. They are a preparatory process that underpins strategic planning. The value of scenarios is they can show you what can 

go wrong & helps to identify early warning signs, allowing timely intervention.  
 

 
Diagram A:  Eastern, Central and Western responses to two scenarios  
 

Group discussion 3: Taking action in each Council term  

Between now and 2037 there are 5 cycles of council: 2022 - 2024, 2024 - 2028, 2028 - 2032 and 2037 falls in the 2036 - 2040 council term. When 

looking at the sheets on the wall for each council term, one councillor commented “There’s not many councils to 2037.”  

 

Eastern, Central and Western team members were invited to move their post it note comments to the most appropriate part of the timeline 

(based on Council terms) and to add new post it note comments if they wished. The timeline posters are found in Diagram B (below). .  
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Diagram B: Timeline of actions across 5 council cycles  
 

The timeline exercise is just a starting point for considering what is required to make the Masig statement a reality. It can be added to over time. 

The scenarios and timeline exercises can be carried out at community level and also with Torres Strait and Northern Peninsula council colleagues 

as a way of taking as many people as possible on the journey and creating ownership for the Masig process.  
 

A number of themes emerged from the timeline exercise. The themes are presented as principles in Diagram C below:  
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Section 2, the next section of this report, combines the principles with the comments in timeline exercise to create an action planning 

framework for Councillors and the Executive team to consider.  The comments from the 2022 - 2024 poster have been entered into an action 

plan framework to show how it might work.  
 

Section 2: Draft TSIRC Action Planning Framework showing 2022 - 2024 cycle (NB all content is from TSIRC councillors/executive directors workshop input)  

Principles (based on 
themes) 

2022 - 2024 actions to realise the 
principles  

2022 - 2024 outcomes & 
measures  

Risks/Threats /Challenges Communication strategy  

TSI community is an active 
partner  

House of Review set up to oversee 
cultural sensitivity, protocol & lore  
 
Community & capacity building 

activities (LO comment) TBC  

Unity  
 
House of Review operational  

Underemployed, underpaid  
 
How might we take community on 

the journey?  

Change happens at the 

community level - take time 

to speak with community 

members & across the region  

Rights based approach  
Keep ppl at the table, 
engaged, common interest, 
invested in it  

Guided by the Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples  

Preserve distinctive & diverse 
spiritual, material and economic 
relationship with lands, 
territories, waters, coastal seas 
and other resources - 
connection under Ailan Kastom 
& Aboriginal tradition 

Push back from external 
stakeholders  

 

Guided by traditional 
culture, language & heritage 

Respect traditional language and 
culture  

 How might we hold the attention 

of TSI people for 15 years? How do 

we handle times when the 

community is losing focus?   

 

Intergenerational transition 
of vision  

TSI history is taught in Queensland 
schools  
 
Youth engagement strategy 
developed 
 
Investment from all levels of 
government to deliver Youth 
Strategy  
 

Next generation understands, 
values & supports Masig 
statement  
 
Leadership skills developed by 
many  
 
Ensuring new councillors 

understand their own history, 

the journey to the Masig 

How might we involve younger 

generations? 

 

What is the vehicle that will carry 

us to 2023?  

 
Lack of education about TSI history 
in schools  
 
Sustaining commitment & drive 

Socialising regional message  
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Youth Parliament held  statement, its significance, the 

challenges and the need to 

speak with one voice  

for our Masig vision  
 
No more Masig statement  

Partnership approach  Stakeholder mapping to work out 

who needs to listen 

 
Reestablish state/federal 
interdepartmental committee as 
described by Councillor Lui  

One voice across 3 tiers of 
government  
 
State/federal governments 
accountable to TSIRC/TSC/NPA 
 
People listen to understand, not 

to respond  

How can we make the Masig 

statement practical in the regions?  

 

How might we build relationships 

with other stakeholders?  

 

Funding diverted to needs  A comment was made about 
conducting an audit - could be 
included here  

Adequate/integrated regional 
services  

How to secure funding for 

strategic discussions to realise the 

Masig goals?  
 
Financial constraints below 
liquidity in 2024  
 
Inadequate housing, health & 
infrastructure funds  

 

Whole of council approach    ‘Too many chiefs, not enough 
indians’ 
 
Adequate resourcing for this work 

“The work starts now - how 

to communicate to 

community.”   

“Lightbulb for me - 15 islands, 

15 lifestyles but we can sing 

one song” 

Quotes from TSIRC Councillors 

Nov 10th 

Self government & regional 
autonomy  
 
 

-  

ROC established & learns from  
other ROCs that are operating well 
(ALGA assistance with this?)  

 
LTC Paths to Treaty  
 
Re-establish Joint Ministerial 

Integrated/harmonised 
governance model  
 
Influential in region  
 
Maintain independence & 
integrity  

What can we do when 

stakeholders are not listening? 

 
Regional misalignment  
 

How do we take the Voice 

from the Deep to others?  

 

How can we bring others 

along?  
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Hilda Mosby: wear many 

hats, relationship with 

community most important  

 

Advisory Committee? Clr Lui   
Keep governance structures 

crystal clear (not over governed) 

Cmwth funds LG/ROC directly 

and steps back (from meeting 

with Dr Sara) TBC 

Fragmentation of governance 

structures & messages  

 
Sustaining commitment & drive 
for our Masig vision  
 
No more Masig statement  
 
Masig is overshadowed by the 

other  priorities  

 

This action plan is incomplete. For example, it doesn’t consider the mechanism for TSIRC, TSC and NPARC collaboration. It is intended to be a 

starting point which is updated following discussions at community, regional and council levels over the next 15 years.  
 

To increase Council’s reach & impact, the action plan can link to cultural elements that are shared across the TSI region - music, community 

dialogues, culture & customs around ancestors, history, historical celebration days eg Aug 23rd.  
 

Post workshop observations   

● Local government is the core vehicle for driving the Masig Statement forward. The other levels of government or agencies join TSIRC, 

TSC and NPARC to implement your vision in the region.   

● In local government, your authority comes from the decisions made at a properly constituted council meeting. Your authority with state 

and federal counterparts comes from your meetings, so continue to make agreements about next steps on the Masig Statement in 

council meetings.  

● You have a united team on Council at the moment  - go for it! The support of all councillors may not be consistent across 15 years. 

Manage the ebbs and flows by accelerating TSIRC’s work when you can.   

● When someone says no to Masig, listen to understand. There is always wisdom in the ‘no’. In change programs, spend a lot of time 

listening to the ‘no’ - it is where the real story unfolds. “There is a crack in every system that lets the light in.” 

● Swap the story line from ‘We need to change!’ which requires resources to ‘There is an abundance of change happening all around us 
and people who are making the transition can help others’’ to show that change is possible, people are willing to try new ways and self 
determination is the norm that is gaining momentum.  

 
This confidential report was prepared for TSIRC by Sandy Killick, CEO, Democracy Matters.   

Democracy Matters is a non partisan leadership training organisation committed to growing democracy between elections. We work with local, state and 

federal representatives to build their skills and confidence to respond to the challenges in their term of office. Democracymatters.com.au 
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