
Yoorrook Justice Commission 

Locked Bag 7777 

Collingwood 

VIC 3066 

Dear Commission Secretary, 

The Healing Foundation welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to the Yoorrook Justice 

Commission (Yoorrook).  

The Healing Foundation is the national organisation that platforms and elevates the voices and lived 

experiences of Stolen Generations survivors, their families, and their communities. We work closely with 

survivors and com munities to create environments for survivors to tell their stories and drive their 

healing.   

One of the key areas The Healing Foundation has consistently advocated in is prioritised records access for 

Stolen Generations survivors and their descendants. Timely and culturally appropriate access to historical 

and contemporary records has been identified as a fundamental aspect of healing for Stolen Generations 

survivors and their descendants and was a key element of the recommendations made in Bringing Them 

Home nearly 30 years ago. 

Despite work undertaken across jurisdictions since Bringing Them Home, there remains critical access 

barriers for both public records and privately held collections, such as church records. 

As a Royal Commission established as formal truth-telling process, Yoorrook’s mandate is to inquire into and 

report on historical and ongoing systemic injustices against First Peoples in Victoria by state and non-state 

entities. Yoorrook also has powers authorised to a Royal Commission, including the power to issue notice to 

produce documents. This is the only legislated mechanism for private records holders to be compelled to 

provide records, and therefore can be, for many survivors and descendants, their final avenue to obtain 

family history information.   

The ongoing barriers in accessing records created by past governments, churches, stations, and other 

colonial apparatuses in their control of Aboriginal people is an ongoing and systemic injustice that continues 

to traumatise and re-traumatise Stolen Generations survivors and their descendants today. It impacts on 

individual and community efforts to identify personal and community histories, the location of family 

members, and the ability to drive individual and collective healing.  

The Healing Foundation is calling on Yoorrook to investigate and report on work being done to improve 

access to records, including both public and private collections, for Stolen Generations survivors, 

descendants, and organisations.  

As an example, there are survivors that have advocated for years to obtain copies of their family history 

records from the United Aborigines Missions (UAM) Ministries, including Kath Travis. The process to track 
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down and access records from institutions and private record holders is often traumatising – and re-

traumatising – as experienced by Kath Travis and her family. 

We understand that UAM representatives provided Yoorrook with an affidavit indicating the records, last 

known to be held in a Williamstown industrial unit, had been destroyed around July 2020. It is also 

understood that there was not sufficient evidence of the destruction provided, and that the UAM 

representatives were not issued with a notice to attend.  

Accordingly, The Healing Foundation calls on Yoorrook to investigate and report on:  
 

• Known or suspected privately held record collections within Victoria relating to Stolen Generations 
and/or forced removals of Aboriginal children.  

• Current legislative and policy limitations regarding access to records for Stolen Generations 
survivors and descendants, and possible remedies.  

• Measures to increase the resources and capacity of Victorian Aboriginal Community Controlled 
Organisations, including Stolen Generations Organisations, to house collections of records on behalf 
of community.  

• The extent of unmarked or unknown graves of Stolen Generations survivors, and efforts to identify 
and mark accordingly, including through records availability. 

• Requests for notice to produce orders relating to records access as part of Yoorrook’s truth-telling 
work.  

• Responses to requests for notice to produce orders relating to records access as part of Yoorrook’s 
truth-telling work, including justifications if orders were not issued.  

 

Further information is provided below about the ongoing issues Stolen Generations Survivors face in 

relation to records access.  

We have also provided the executive summary of the discussion paper ‘The Unfinished Business of Bringing 

Them Home’, commissioned by The Healing Foundation and written by Professor Alison Gerard and 

Maureen Bates-MacKay, University of Canberra, and the final report of The Gathering of Stolen Generations 

Organisations from across the country, held in Garramilla / Darwin in September 2024.  

We would welcome the opportunity to provide evidence to Yoorrook about our work with Stolen 

Generations survivors, descendants, communities, and organisations.  

Yours sincerely,  

Shannan Dodson  

Chief Executive Officer  

The Healing Foundation  
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Access Barriers – Stolen Generations Historical and Contemporary Records  

 

The following information is based on feedback received by The Healing Foundation through various 

engagement with records users, including Stolen Generations Organisations and Link Ups, researchers, and 

Stolen Generations survivors.  

 

Access to historical and contemporary records provides individuals with information needed to identify and 

reconnect with family, culture, and Country. They shed light on often-missing context to both personal, 

family, and community histories. This is particularly critical for people and families who experienced forced 

removals under government policies.  

 

Researchers, including Stolen Generations organisations and individual researchers, require access to a range 

of records to support survivors towards reunification, including government held records, such as official 

government records created by past government agencies, other archival and library collections, Birth, 

Death, and Marriage records, and privately held records. This research is highly specialised and requires 

training in not just family history and Stolen Generations history, but also trauma aware and healing informed 

approaches to working with Stolen Generations survivors.  

 

The following summarises the key high-level access issues faced by survivors, descendants, and researchers.  

 

Private Collections: There is no legislated protection of privately held collections, such as church records, to 

ensure they are appropriately held, conserved, described, indexed, and made accessible to Stolen 

Generations survivors, descendants, and organisation. Access for Stolen Generations survivors and 

descendants is dependent on the record holder as there is no legal mechanism to compel private records 

holders to make records available, outside of powers given to a Royal Commission. Many privately held 

collections, and particularly church records, contain vital family history information, with churches controlling 

many institutions controlled where Stolen Generations were forcibly removed to. Privately held records can 

be destroyed, either intentionally or not, without any recourse, and there are no provisions to ensure proof 

of destruction, or the disclosure of relevant supplementary information (for example compiled indexes, 

registers, or catalogues).  

 

Birth, Death, and Marriage Records: Each jurisdiction’s registry is managed by jurisdiction specific legislation 

and policy frameworks. Because of the nature of removals, researchers, including survivors, descendants, and 

organisations, need permissive access to all registries, which includes access to restricted records, no fees, an 

expediated request timeframe, and authorised information sharing.  

 

Archival Collections: Access to archival collections requires special access provisions to work within 

restrictions that exist in relation to record access periods, third party privacy, application processes, access 

fees, wait times, and physical location.  

 

Right of Reply: Frameworks for standard right of reply to archival, private and birth, death, and marriage 

records is needed to correct and / or counter records that can be disparaging, culturally inappropriate, 

incorrect, and / or offensive are needed.  

 

Training: There are currently no legislative requirements for individuals working within the records and 

information management sectors, including RTI / RFI to have specialist training. This means survivors and 

descendants are often retraumatised in attempting to access their records, records are often unnecessarily 

redacted, and individuals continue to face barriers that are manageable with adequate resourcing, training, 

and access provisions.    
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In September 2024, The Healing Foundation (THF) brought together more than  
100 people from Stolen Generations organisations, including Stolen Generations 
survivors, in Garramilla (Darwin). Over three days the group connected and created 
collective knowledge on the work being done across Australia to support ageing  
Stolen Generations survivors and their families. Attendees came from every state  
and territory other than Tasmania. A list of participating organisations is provided  
at Attachment A and statistics on attendance in Attachment B.

It was the first time this specific group of organisations dedicated to supporting Stolen Generations 
survivors had come together; the agenda was shaped by their needs.

Delegates were asked to complete both pre-event and post-event surveys and feedback was 
overwhelmingly positive with extensive praise for the opportunity to connect and collaborate.  
See Attachment 5 for full evaluation details.

The full calls to action are included below, and followed by high level session notes.  
A copy of the program and the event media release are included as attachments.

Overview

Together the collective called for:

 • adequate and sustainable funding for Stolen Generations organisations to continue to 
provide services and support to survivors, their families and communities;

 • the continuation of the important truth telling process Stolen Generations and the 
Bringing them home report commenced, until all Australians know the truth and 
reparations have been made;

 • the collective and intergenerational nature of our healing to be recognised. Our young 
people must be at the centre of all we do, we can only be healed when our families and 
communities are strong in their culture and identity.

2  |  The Gathering 2024 – Final Report
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Best practice in redress – What’s next?

“Reparations wasn’t invented by us… these are based on international  
standards sanctioned by the United Nations.” Professor Mick Dodson AM

CHAIR: Aden Ridgeway (The Healing Foundation, 
Board Director)

PANELLISTS: Lisa Zammit (Connecting Home), 
Gary Oliver (Knowmore legal), Tony Hansen (The 
Healing Foundation, Stolen Generations Reference 
Group and Yokai) and David Wragge (The Healing 
Foundation, Stolen Generations Reference Group 
and Cherbourg Boys)

PURPOSE: To identify redress scheme strategies 
or approaches that have supported access and 
healing for survivors, and can be upheld as best 
practice standards for new schemes.

SUMMARY: The session was run as a discussion 
between delegates and panel members and 
covered experiences and major issues or 
roadblocks they have encountered with redress 
schemes in different jurisdictions. The group called 
for assistance through The Healing Foundation to 
highlight the following issues with government:

 • extended time limits to access redress 
schemes in some jurisdictions

 • long delays in accessing their records

 • what happens in instances where churches 
or other institutions don’t accept responsibility, 
how do we support survivors in that case? 

 • could we look at international processes/
international law avenues i.e. to replicate what 
we need to do here?

KEY POINTS:

 • Victoria is the only jurisdiction where the 
government has the burden of proof, and is 
often seen as the best model to date

 • there is widespread confusion about the different 
redress schemes across Australia and concerns 
about the time limitations on applying to them. 
Survivors request time limits be expanded to 
enable them to consider all their options

 • counsellors must also be funded to support 
survivors. The Victorian model includes support 
for case management, disability, and accessing 
the National Redress Scheme

 • information must be clear and simple – jargon 
can lock survivors out of the process

 • all survivors highlighted the difficulties in 
accessing their records, and seek support 
to address lengthy waiting times and a 
reluctance to assist survivors 

 • claim farming – many survivors reported that 
they are being pressured by law firms towards 
a class action rather than mounting individual 
claims, meaning more money to the law firms 
and less to survivors. The burden of proof is 
higher in a civil case, creating additional stress 
for survivors

 • Elder abuse is a major issue especially once 
survivors receive financial compensation 
payments. Elders need support to deal with 
pressures from their families for access to their 
compensation“Are they waiting for us all to die?”

The Gathering 2024 – Final Report  |  11  
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Looking back – Looking forward:  
The story of Stolen Generation organisations

CHAIR: Rachael Hocking and Craig Quartermaine 

PANEL: Uncle Michael Welsh, Uncle Robert Young, 
Uncle Roger Jarrett from Kinchela Boys Home 
Aboriginal Corporation (KBH); Pat Thompson from 
Link-Up QLD

PURPOSE: To provide detailed insights into 
the work of Stolen Generations organisations, 
through conversations with survivors and 
descendants from Kinchela Boys Home Aboriginal 
Corporation and Link-Up QLD. Both organisations 
commemorate significant milestones this year,  
100 years since KBH opened, and Link-Up QLD’s 
40th birthday.

HIGHLIGHTS:

 • a number of uncles are ageing alone as they 
never had families, they want to grow old with 
the brothers they grew up with in the boys’ 
home

“That’s where our love was lost and 
that’s where we need to get it back”
Tiffany sharing an uncle’s comment about their vision for the 
KBH site to become a memorial site/Elders’ village

 • survivors talked about not being able to share 
the pain they experienced for so long because 
of how they were programmed, and how 
talking about it now helps them become free

“It only hurts if we don’t talk about it.”
Uncle Michael Welsh

“There are mob out there who are still 
suffering in silence” Staff member

 • one survivor grew up 150 yards from his mum. 
They walked the same street for years, not 
knowing the other lived there

 • staff talked about their huge role of reuniting 
families and supporting survivors:

“What do we do? It’s what don’t we do, 
as we’ll do anything” (to help survivors 
as part of their work). 
KBH descendant and KBHAC case worker Lesley Franks

“We take people back to country so 
they are where they belong.” 
Link-Up QLD CEO Pat Thompson

“We deal with a lot of people from all 
around the country so when we do our 
research it is working with institutions 
in other states to gather records, to 
help people piece back together their 
family history, some of them who know 
absolutely nothing because they’ve 
been adopted by non-Indigenous 
people who haven’t in some cases 
realised the importance of making 
sure our people remain connected to 
culture and to country.” 
Link-Up QLD CEO Pat Thompson

“Link-Up was around before the 
Bringing them home report, before 
that inquiry. Link-Up NSW was the very 
first Link-Up to be established and 
Link-Up QLD followed just a short time 
after that.” Link-Up QLD CEO Pat Thompson

“We research records to link people 
back to their families or their country. 
We prepare family trees and a 
research report which is very detailed 
because in terms of reuniting people 
we have to make sure that we are 
reuniting people in the right way  
and to their right country and to  
their families.” Link-Up QLD CEO Pat Thompson

 • Young ones are seen as the knowledge holders 
of the future

The Gathering 2024 – Final Report  |  13  
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Sustainable funding: Sustainable sector
What does a sustainable sector for Stolen Generations survivors look like?

CHAIR: Shannan Dodson (The Healing 
Foundation, CEO)

PURPOSE: To explore what a sustainable sector 
for Stolen Generations survivors looks like, and 
how we can shape the Collective Healing Grants 
Program for success and future proofing.

SUMMARY: Organisations discussed facing 
financial constraints, staffing issues, and the 
need for sustainable, long term funding. There 
was a strong emphasis on the unique needs 
of Stolen Generations survivors, including 
intergenerational projects, memorials, and 
culturally sensitive services. Remote locations and 
compliance with ESG (Environmental, Social and 
Governance) regulations add to the complexity of 
managing these projects.

KEY POINTS:

 • funding and financial concerns the need 
for adequate, longer term funding with 
CPI adjustments, funding for salaries and 
travel, capital funding, recognition of in-
kind contributions, exploration of alternative 
funding models for smaller organisations 
and recognition of the impact of retention 
challenges on potential underspends

 • organisational capacity and staffing challenges 
including flow on effects of insufficient 
operational funding, retention issues resulting 
from the high stress environment, the need for 
trauma-informed and culturally sensitive staff 
including training needs and funded research 
officers to help provide wraparound services, 
the impact of competing priorities like redress 
applications on meeting KPIs

 • project sustainability and program 
management including extending existing 
programs, interest in cross-organisation 
projects, challenges with timing of CHG 
rounds (near Christmas) and a desire for more 
information and development sessions on the 
grants process.

 • survivor-specific needs including highlighting 
survivor-led outcomes from funding initiatives; 
the idea of community centres or hubs for 
survivors; the need for ongoing funding for 
memorials, commemorations, and grave site 
marking; upfront funding for Sorry Business 
and burials; the urgency of identifying 
intergenerational and family funding 
outcomes; and difficulties in accessing SEWB 
workers and specialised services for survivors.

 • geographical and demographic challenges 
including the need to update estimates of 
the number of Stolen Generations survivors 
and the higher costs and inequality of remote 
locations.

 • government and policy interaction including 
a preference for THF to administer grant 
reporting to reduce the burden on smaller 
organisations, challenges of complying with 
ESG criteria, plans for a delegation of  
Link-Ups to advocate to government about  
funding issues.
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 • survivors and other Elders calling on young 
people to step up and advocate on behalf of 
Stolen Generations survivors; young people 
accepting the call to learn from Elders and 
continue their important work “with great 
pride”

 • Elder care with justice and dignity at the core: 
how do we build community capacity for aged 
care support; the creation of a Gold Card for 
survivors

 • the ongoing importance of truth telling 
including through education and Australia as 
a whole owning our Stolen Generations history 
and the ongoing impacts

“We must remember that this is not an 
individual story, this is an Australian 
story – our shared history. We had no 
choice in what happened to us.”

“The people who were taken, we carry 
that silence and modify our behaviours 
to satisfy what is acceptable by white 
Australia.” Jenni

 • sustainable, adequate funding to support 
Stolen Generations and their families

“We need to find all the survivors who 
haven’t found us, to help with healing 
and coming together. Healing is 
different for all of us.”

 • redress for all survivors across Australia, living 
and deceased, and quicker processing of 
claims

“A lot of our people don’t have a voice, 
a lot of our people died young. I do 
this for my brothers and sisters I grew 
up with right across the country.” Tony

 • legislated handover of Stolen Generations 
records and documents, including from 
churches, with future safekeeping entrusted to 
community

“Records are so much bigger than 
what’s on paper, it’s someone’s 
journey and identity – where they 
came from.”

 • culturally appropriate services, designed by 
survivors and delivered by trauma informed 
staff who understand

 • healing or keeping places for Stolen 
Generations history – national and local

 • the urgency of capturing survivor stories, for 
those who wish to do so and for wider sharing

 • more in-depth data collection (following the 
journey)

 • accountability for unmarked or removed 
graves

 • intergenerational healing and cultural 
connection for our families and communities: 
restoring what we’ve lost, having a safe 
space for youth and Elders to have yarns and 
to incorporate healing for all generations; 
ensuring we can pass survivors’ stories on to 
future generations
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Original artwork
Unyielding Spirit: A Tribute to the Stolen Generations  
by Mim Cole – a Gulumoerrgin (Larrakia), Wardaman, and Karajarri visual artist from Darwin, 
Northern Territory.

Amidst the pain and suffering endured across 
the lands, a story of resilience and enduring spirit 
emerges. The systematic removal of children from 
their families and communities left deep scars, 
but it also revealed the unyielding strength within 
those affected. The artwork portrays a journey 
marked by both hardship and healing. 

In this artwork, symbols signify the experiences of 
the Stolen Generations, each telling a profound 
story. The Sorry Day flower, representing 
remembrance and healing, stands amongst a 
landscape adorned with symbols of nature and 
cultural significance - crabs, fish, billy goat plum, 
and cascara - embodying survival, thriving, and 
connection to heritage. Amidst the challenges, 
they found moments of joy and cultural 
connections such as swimming, fishing, hunting, 
and interactions with the Tiwi people. 

The sun’s warm hues signify hope and new 
horizons, while the red echoes the pain and 
bloodshed over land and sea. The shield and dilly 
bag represent their connection to their birthplace, 
families, and life before being taken away – a 
testament to their unbroken spirit. 

Yet, their struggle for recognition and support 
persists. Frustration and resilience intermingle as 
they fight for acknowledgment, representation, 
and resources. The displacement and tireless 
efforts to secure funding and educational 
resources have been an endless battle. 

The transition to adulthood brought its own 
challenges – once turned 18, being left with no 
support or home led to homelessness; finding 
shelter in public toilets, overcrowded homes, and 
even within the mangroves underscored their 
resilience in navigating these turbulent waters. 
Beyond this, their dedication to preserving history 
and culture for future generations shines through 
as they work to create training resource kits and 
continue to advocate for curriculum inclusion. 

The diverse symbols and colours that cover the 
landscape honour the complexity of their story 
and the many stories that may have never been 
told. The symbols also represent the unconditional 
love and presence of their ancestors that never left 
their sides. 

Mim Cole
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