Supporting Our Aboriginal community to

ESTABLISH AN ABORIGINAL
GATHERING PLACE

KAREN BRYANT,
WHITTLESEA ABORIGINAL
GATHERING PLACE
ADVISORY GROUP MEMBER

The City of Whittlesea
and our local Aboriginal
community are seeking:
• to partner with the State and
Federal Governments to establish
a $12M purpose-built Aboriginal
Gathering Place in Quarry Hills
Regional Park, South Morang
before 2025
• Council will contribute $3M in
funding, as well as resources for
ongoing operational support, and is
seeking an investment of $5M from
the State Government and $4M
from the Federal Government.
Government.

An Aboriginal Gathering Place is a welcoming, inclusive and culturally
safe space where all Aboriginal people have a sense of belonging.
It is a space designed to foster reconciliation and healing, for Aboriginal
people as well as non-Aboriginal people, with access to programs and
services that strengthen culture and enhance wellbeing. While 14
Aboriginal Gathering Places exist across Victoria, there are none in
the Northern Metropolitan region.

A PROJECT LED BY STRONG PARTNERSHIPS
Establishing a Gathering Place in Whittlesea has been a key priority of the local
Aboriginal community for over 20 years and remains the key objective of the
Aboriginal-led Whittlesea Reconciliation Group, which formed in 2001. The
Group has strongly advocated for a Gathering Place as part of its primary focus
of facilitating healing for local communities, as well as connection to culture.
The Gathering Place model has been shown to improve the complex health and
wellbeing deficits faced by Aboriginal communities, as well as providing a range
of benefits for non-Aboriginal people.

“We don’t
just want to live
and exist,
we want to belong.”
– Barry Firebrace,
Aboriginal liaison partner

The project is pivotal to the City of
Whittlesea’s reconciliation efforts and
presents an important opportunity to
engage with local communities.
Crucial to this process is working in
partnership with the Whittlesea Aboriginal
Gathering Place Advisory Group (WAGPAG)
– a group which formed as a result of, and
in support of, ongoing discussions between
communities and Council around an
Aboriginal Gathering Place.

“A gathering place is important because
it brings the community together. It’s a
place where our Mob can go and feel safe,
comfortable and free from discrimination.
It helps with identity and connection
to culture.
Gathering places are inclusive and it
helps to connect, support and empower
people through social, cultural and
healing activities.
Gathering places help to connect people,
and through the cultural activities
knowledge is then passed on which allows
the continuation of Aboriginal culture….”
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– Aboriginal community member
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BUILD ON OUR
STRENGTHS
AND CAPACITIES
FAMILIES
GROW STRONG
TOGETHER

CHILDREN
GROW STRONG IN
CULTURE

WHITTLESEA’S
ABORIGINAL COMMUNITY
Whittlesea has a population of 1,633 Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islanders. The population is increasing
rapidly (growing by 46 per cent between 2011 and 2016
compared with 33 per cent for Melbourne as a whole).
This trend is expected to continue.
Indicators* of Aboriginal health1 identify:

Aboriginal people living in the City of Whittlesea have limited
access to culturally appropriate services that respond to their
immediate and long-term cultural needs. An increase in the
local Aboriginal population has resulted in an increase in the
demand for services.
An Aboriginal Gathering Place is critical to improve the complex
health and wellbeing deficits faced by our Aboriginal community.

The benefits include:
• Aboriginal people are 2.7 times more likely to feel
high or very high levels of psychological distress
•
increased sense of belonging and connection to culture
• the death rate from intentional harm
•
increased self-determination
(suicide) is 2.2 times the rate reported for
•
increased health and wellbeing outcomes
non-Indigenous people
•
increased mainstream awareness and valuing of
• the life expectancy is around 10 years less
Aboriginal culture
than the estimates for non-Indigenous people
•
increased opportunities for reconciliation activities
• hospitalisation rates for circulatory disease
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people.
are almost twice as high than for
non-Indigenous people
• Aboriginal people die from diabetes at six
times the rate of non-Indigenous people
“It would be great for us
“We need to improve and educate
• in Victoria, Aboriginal adults make up
Elders to welcome all the
mainstream health services in
9% of the prison population despite only
families and their children,
the
area about what is culturally
representing 0.8% of the population.
all coming together, and we
appropriate
and what it means to
can teach them about our
For our Aboriginal people this contributes to:
be
culturally
safe when accessing
history and culture.”
their
services
– these will be
– Aboriginal
• higher rates of family dysfunction
community member.
programs we deliver at the
and violence
Gathering Place.”
• lack of social cohesion
– Aboriginal community member.
• higher rates of physical and mental
health problems
• higher incarceration rates.
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ADDRESSING THE IMPACT OF PAST POLICIES
The impacts of colonisation and past Australian government
policies, particularly the forced removals and separation of
families have resulted in trauma, grief and loss for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people.

BELONGING
AND IDENTITY

OUR GATHERING
PLACE WILL BE
A PLACE OF
EMPOWERMENT

YOUNG PEOPLE
BUILD RESILIENCE

THE BENEFITS OF A COMMUNITY-LED
ABORIGINAL GATHERING PLACE

SAFE AND
WELCOMING

ELDERS
SHARE STORIES AND
KNOWLEDGE

CONNECTION
TO LAND,
CULTURE AND
COMMUNITY
PROMOTES ACCESS,
EQUITY AND
OPPORTUNITY

“…We need to keep the visions
and the Dreams of our Elders alive.
This is what the
Gathering Place is about.”
– Aboriginal community member.

This trauma is experienced across generations and impacts
negatively on future generations.
Policies and actions that are developed with Aboriginal people
and are specific to the needs of Aboriginal people are required if
health and wellbeing outcomes are to be improved.
Gathering places2 have:
•
•
•
•

Direct impacts on the health and wellbeing of individuals
and community
Provide a safe and inclusive space to connect
Support the sharing of knowledge
Empower people through social, cultural and
healing activities.

A GATHERING PLACE –
OUR PROPOSAL
There has been considerable work and discussions around a
Gathering Place in the City of Whittlesea over several years,
which has been led by local Aboriginal communities.
These conversations resulted in the establishment of the
Whittlesea Aboriginal Gathering Place Advisory Group
(WAGPAG) which was recently made a formal advisory
group of Council.
The Group has endorsed a site in Quarry Hills as the preferred
site for the Aboriginal Gathering Place and undertaken a
Gathering Place Feasibility Study and Business Case.

A CO-DESIGN APPROACH
IS KEY TO OUR PROCESS
The proposal for a Whittlesea Aboriginal Gathering Place
involves a staged development in partnership with WAGPAG,
Traditional Owners (Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung Cultural Heritage
Aboriginal Corporation), other levels of government and the
local community.
Critical to the success of the project is a commitment to sharing
power and responsibility for the facility with the Aboriginal
community. This is in line with the long-term community
vision for the project; a space operating on the principles of
community control and self-determination.
Best practice which informs multiple policies across the country,
including the Closing the Gap targets, view self-determination
as critical not just to the process but to the outcome itself.
Self-determination means the right of Indigenous peoples to
freely determine their political status and freely pursue their
economic, social and cultural development.
The Aboriginal community will be central to direction and
decision-making and there will be a need to significantly build
capacity and relationships alongside facility planning.
The project is an important opportunity for the Aboriginal
community to strengthen culture, and to foster awareness
and understanding between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
people in the Whittlesea municipality.
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Proposed
site for the
Aboriginal
Gathering
Place

“The site was chosen
because of connection to land
and because it felt like a healing
area with the sounds of the birds
and rustling of leaves in the
River Red Gums. It was also
the ability to run cultural
programs and true history
education from the site.”
– Karen Bryant, AGPAG member

QUARRY HILLS REGIONAL PARK

AN IDEAL GATHERING PLACE SITE
The chosen Gathering Place site, which is located within the
Quarry Hills Regional Park in South Morang, was identified by
the Aboriginal community as critical to the project’s aims, and
has been strongly endorsed by the WAGPAG.
The site is unique in several ways. It is surrounded by natural
habitat, which provides easy access for groups to connect with
Country, while also offering expansive views of Melbourne’s
ranges and surrounds. The site also provides a special
opportunity to balance both the need for private spaces for
cultural ceremony and community programs, as well as public
spaces that will help facilitate connections across the broader
regional park, the Granite Hills Playspace, the Habitat House
Environmental Education Centre and the community.
The natural and cultural values of the site brings a rare mix of
several geologies and landforms which have special value to
Wurundjeri people. These cultural values are currently being
informed and investigated by a Cultural Values Study
in partnership with the Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung
Cultural Heritage Aboriginal Corporation.

THE SITE: QUARRY HILLS
REGIONAL PARKLAND
The Quarry Hills Parklands is one of the defining landscapes
of the City of Whittlesea and contributes to the character
of the Mernda and Wollert growth corridor.
The hills are a dominant visual feature and common point
of reference for residents, which also provide spectacular
360-degree views across the municipality.
Quarry Hills Parklands is the sleeping gem in the City of
Whittlesea crown and has the potential to become a major
cultural and ecotourism attraction for the North.
More than $4M has recently been spent planning the park’s
future development and establishing a network of paths
that will provide public access to picturesque areas including
one of the parklands’ highest peaks.
Council looks forward to partnering with the State and
Federal Government to further develop the park to
ensure it is a destination for all of Melbourne and nearby
regional communities.
*1 The Overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Status 2015
(Health InfoNet 2016)
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A 2016 Melbourne University study for the Department of Health and Human
Services evaluated the health and wellbeing outcomes of the Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander gathering place model in Victoria

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Kate McCaughey
Director Community Wellbeing
9217 2243
Kate.McCaughey@whittlesea.vic.gov.au
whittlesea.vic.gov.au
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Artwork elements by Mandy Nicholson Wurundjeri
The design ‘contains traditional Wurundjeri motifs and how
we are connected to the Earth, just like our fingerprints’

