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Introduction

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures are
rich in knowledge, passing stories from generation
to generation. They hold a unique place in our
nation’s story.
The next step in this story is to make sure Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people have more say on the
laws and policies that impact their lives.
In October 2019, Ken Wyatt, the Minister for
Indigenous Australians, announced the start of the
Indigenous Voice co-design process.
Three Indigenous Voice co-design groups made up of
52 members from around the country have worked
together. They have developed the detail of what an
Indigenous Voice could look like and how it could work.
Their work and ideas about what could work best were
presented in a report to the Australian Government.
It’s called the Indigenous Voice Co-design Process
Interim Report to the Australian Government and it is
available at voice.niaa.gov.au.
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Conversation Guide

This conversation guide helps people understand more
about why an Indigenous Voice is important. It explains
the ideas the co-design groups came up with and how
it can work best. You can use this guide in community
meetings, workplace discussions, or when talking with
family and friends, so that we can all have our say.
Where you see this icon, there is more information
available at voice.niaa.gov.au.

Foreword

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures are rich in
knowledge and hold a unique place in our nation’s story.
The next step in this story is to give Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people more say on the laws,
policies, programs and services that impact their lives.
Over the past year, 52 Australians, mostly Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people, have been working in
partnership with the Australian Government to design
an Indigenous Voice. We looked at how local voices can
be heard on what’s important and what’s needed for
local communities. We also looked at how an Indigenous
Voice to the Australian Parliament and Government
might work.
We have developed proposals for an Indigenous Voice
with two parts – Local and Regional Voices and a
National Voice.
Local and Regional Voices would be community
designed and led governance structures. They would be
guided by a flexible principles-based framework. This
framework would allow local people and communities
to decide governance structures that work best for
them. Local and Regional Voices would improve decision
making. The framework would also help to bring
different levels of government together to sit down and
work with local and regional representatives on the
priorities for local communities.
Through Local and Regional Voices, Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people would be able to work
in a partnership with governments to achieve their
aspirations and improve daily lives in local communities.
Together, the governments and the Local and Regional
Voices would work out the best way for services and
programs to be delivered in communities.

The National Voice would be a small national body
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander members.
The members would provide advice to the Australian
Parliament and Government. The National Voice would
provide a way to ensure that Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people have a say on laws, policies and
programs that affect them.
Our proposals are detailed in this conversation guide.
It’s important that everyone can have a say on how the
proposals might work so that we can refine them.
Following this nation-wide consultation on the
proposals, we will take our final recommendations to
the Australian Government.
We look forward to your feedback.

Professor Dr Marcia Langton AO
Co-chair, Senior Advisory Group

Professor Tom Calma AO
Co-chair, Senior Advisory Group
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The journey to an Indigenous Voice

There have been calls for an Indigenous Voice over
many decades. There has been a lot of work already
done. The Referendum Council played a key role in the
Uluru Statement from the Heart in 2017.

The co-design groups looked at the work that has been done
before. They also looked at what is already in place. This has
helped to think about the best way for an Indigenous Voice
to work.

In 2018, a parliamentary committee chaired by
both sides of politics looked at the Uluru Statement
from the Heart and next steps. They recommended
starting a process to co-design the detail of an
Indigenous Voice.

The co-design groups have developed:

The co-design process started in 2019. The three groups
include 52 Australians, most are Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people.
The groups have been working in partnership with the
Australian Government to design an Indigenous Voice.
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• options and models for a National Voice to the Australian
Parliament and Government
• a framework for Local and Regional Voices to help
communities and all governments work better together.
The proposals are now ready to look at. It’s important that
everyone can have a say in how the proposals work. This
guide provides information on what the proposals are and
how you can have a say.
The co-design groups presented the proposals in an
interim report the Australian Government in
October 2020.

Senior Advisory Group
– they guide the process for the Indigenous Voice
Professor Dr Marcia Langton AO and Professor Tom Calma
AO are the co-chairs for the Senior Advisory Group which is
made up of 18 Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians.
This group guides the process.
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Professor Tom Calma AO

Professor Peter Buckskin PSM FACE

Ms Letitia Hope

Dr Donna Odegaard AM

Mr Ray Griggs AO CSC

Local and Regional Co-design Group
– they have been looking at ways Local and Regional Voices
can be heard
Professor Peter Buckskin PSM FACE and National Indigenous
Australians Agency Deputy Chief Executive Officer, Ms Letitia
Hope are the co-chairs of the Local and Regional Co-design
Group which is made of 18 Indigenous Australians. They
have been looking at ways local voices can be heard.
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Professor Dr Marcia Langton AO

National Co-design Group
– they have worked on how a National Voice might work
Dr Donna Odegaard AM and National Indigenous Australians
Agency Chief Executive Officer, Mr Ray Griggs AO CSC are
the co-chairs of the National Co-design Group which is made
up of 16 lndigenous and non-Indigenous Australians. They
have worked on how a National Voice might work.
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What is an Indigenous Voice?

The proposed Indigenous Voice would be a way
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples to
share their views with the Australian Parliament and
Government. The Indigenous Voice creates a way for
their voices to be heard on matters that impact them.
The Indigenous Voice could also provide a way for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples to work in partnership
with all governments at the local and regional level.

An Indigenous Voice could provide a mechanism for
Indigenous Australians in communities around the
country to have a say on how to improve their lives.
This would result in real changes on the ground and
create a shared responsibility where Indigenous
Australians can work in partnership with governments.

The Proposal

The proposed Indigenous Voice is made of two parts that
work together. One part is the Local and Regional Voice and
the second part is the National Voice.

An Indigenous Voice could:
• provide advice to the Australian Parliament and Government
• be made up of two parts – Local and Regional Voices and a
National Voice.
Local and Regional Voices and the National Voice could work
together to share information, consult and provide advice.

The Proposal

Indigenous
Voice

A regional level governance
structure that would:
• be designed and led by communities
• provide advice to all levels of
government about what’s important in
communities and in the region
• work in partnership with all
governments to make plans on how
to meet community aspirations and
deliver on local priorities
• provide local views to the National Voice
where this informs national issues.

They could work together to make decisions on how to make
local services and outcomes better. This will help lead to real
changes on the ground.

Local and
Regional
Voice

National
Voice

What could it look like?

There would be no one set structure for a Local and
Regional Voice. Different regions could have different
structures, based on what works best for their
local communities.
A flexible principles-based framework would
guide and support all Local and Regional Voices.
This framework responds to the diversity that
exists across the country. It would also allow
communities to build on existing arrangements
that are already working well.

Important features

A national body made up of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people that:
• could provide advice to the
Australian Parliament and
Government on relevant laws,
policies and programs
• could engage early with the
Australian Parliament and
Government in the development of
relevant policies and laws.

What could it look like?

Indigenous
Australians

Membership for the National Voice could be drawn
in two different ways to represent each state,
territory and the Torres Strait Islands:
• ‘Structurally linked’: Members selected from
Local and Regional Voices.
• ‘Directly elected’: Elections held for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people to elect National
Voice members directly.
Either membership option would have a two-way
advice link to Local and Regional Voices.
Members would represent their state or territory
as well as the Torres Strait Islands.

Each Local and Regional Voice could:
• provide clear ways for local Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people, communities and organisations in the
region to get involved and have more of a say. This includes
Traditional Owners and all other residents
• allow for local priorities to be addressed at the local level
• have an agreed way to work together in partnership
with governments (for example through regular
partnership meetings).
The Interim Report proposes from 25 to 35 Local and Regional
Voice regions across Australia. Feedback from consultations will
help to inform the advice to Government in the Final Report on
this number. If the Government supports this proposal, there
will be more discussions with communities and all governments
to help decide regional boundaries.

Important features

The National Voice could:
• consist of up to 20 members, with guaranteed gender
balance of members
• include Youth and Disability Advisory Groups to ensure
the voices of these groups are heard
• connect with Local and Regional Voice to provide views
from local communities
• work with existing bodies, structures and organisations
• advise on national matters that are critically important to
the social, spiritual and economic wellbeing of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people.

Conversation Guide
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Proposal for Local and Regional Voices

It is important that people have a voice in their region.
The proposed Local and Regional Voice would be
designed and led by communities in a region. There is
no one set structure and different regions could have
their Local and Regional Voice set up in a different way.
Local people, communities and organisations would be
able to provide input and get involved in their region’s
Local and Regional Voice. The aim would be for local
priorities to be addressed at the local level.
The Local and Regional Voice would work in
partnership with all governments. It would provide
advice on how policies, programs and services are set
up and delivered for their region. It could also work
with governments to make plans on how to meet
community aspirations and deliver on community
priorities.
Local or Regional Voices would work with the National
Voice. They would provide local advice on national
issues that affect their communities.

How would Local and Regional
Voices work?
Communities understand their challenges and opportunities.
That is why it would be up to communities in each region to
create a Local and Regional Voice that works best for them.
It would be up to each region to design its Local and Regional
Voice. A framework would guide how all Local and Regional
Voices are set up and work. The framework includes nine
principles that each region would need to meet to be a Local
and Regional Voice.
The Local and Regional Voice would not replace existing
bodies, structures or organisations. Local and Regional Voices
would work with bodies, structures and organisations that
are already in place as they understand local issues and what
is important and needed for local communities.
The Local and Regional Voice would also connect with
community leaders responsible for cultural lore and customs
in each place. This will be important for the Local and
Regional Voice to be accepted by communities.

The Proposal

A regional level governance structure
that would:
• be designed and led by communities
• provide advice to all levels of
government about what’s important in
communities and in the region
• work in partnership with all
governments to make plans on how to
meet community aspirations and deliver
on local priorities
• provide local views to the National
Voice where this informs national
issues.

What could it look like?

There would be no one set structure
for a Local and Regional Voice. Different
regions could have different structures,
based on what works best for their local
communities.

Local and
Regional
Voice

A flexible principles-based framework would
guide and support all Local and Regional
Voices.
This framework responds to the diversity
that exists across the country. It would also
allow communities to build on existing
arrangements that are already working well.

Important features

Each Local and Regional Voice could:

• provide clear ways for local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, communities
and organisations in the region to get involved and have more of a say. This includes
Traditional Owners and all other residents
• allow for local priorities to be addressed at the local level
• have an agreed way to work together in partnership with governments (for example
through regular partnership meetings).
The Interim Report proposes from 25 to 35 Local and Regional Voice regions across
Australia. Feedback from consultations will help to inform the advice to Government in the
Final Report on this number. If the Government supports this proposal, there will be more
discussions with communities and all governments to help decide regional boundaries.

6

Conversation Guide

Having a Local and Regional Voice would be a way for all
community members to provide input into decisions that
affect their region and communities. Traditional Owners
and other residents alike would be able to provide input on
services and programs that impact them. They would also
be able to work together on plans for the future of their
communities.
The Local and Regional Voice would allow local people and
communities to:

The Interim Report proposes from 25 to 35 Local and
Regional Voice regions across Australia. Feedback from
consultations will help to inform the advice to Government
in the Final Report on this number. If the Government
supports this proposal, there will be more discussions with
communities and all governments to help decide regional
boundaries.
Setting up a Local and Regional Voice in your region to
do these things would take time. A Local and Regional
Voice would evolve and build capacity over time.

• set community goals and priorities,
• work with all governments to plan and agree on how
priorities could be delivered.
Having a Local and Regional Voice would also be a way for
communities to provide their views to the National Voice on
national issues.
Each Local and Regional Voice and all levels of government
would agree on how they would work together. For
example they might have regular partnership meetings or
‘partnership tables’.

The Local and Regional Voice would provide clear
ways for local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people to have a say. Traditional Owners, all other local
residents, organisations and communities would be able
to get involved.

You can help shape the advice on a Local and
Regional Voice by letting us know:
1. What is most important to you in a Local and
Regional Voice and why?
2. How would the proposed Local and Regional Voice
work for you, your community or your organisation?

Principles
These guide Local and Regional Voices, government arrangements, and the partnership
interface arrangements.
Empowerment

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians have
greater control and voice in their own affairs – a self‐
determination approach. Governments shift to an
enabling role. Arrangements are culturally safe.

Inclusive Participation

• All have the opportunity to have a say, including
traditional owners and historical residents. Arrangements
are broad‐based and support respectful engagement
across a diversity of voices – individuals, communities and
organisations.

Cultural leadership

• Voice arrangements strongly connect to cultural leaders in
a way that is appropriate for each community and region.
Communities determine how this principle interacts with
the Inclusive Participation principle in their context.

Community-led Design

• Voice arrangements are determined by communities
according to local context, history and culture. Community
ownership gives authorisation and mandate to voice
structures. Communities determine implementation pace;
governments support and enable this.

Non-duplication and Links with Existing Bodies

• Voice structures build on and leverage existing approaches wherever
possible, with some adaptation and evolution as needed to improve the
arrangements. Voices will link to other existing bodies, not duplicate or
undermine their roles.

Respectful Long-term Partnerships

• Governments and voices commit to mutually respectful and enduring
partnership, supported by structured interface. Governments are responsive
and proactive. Governments support building capacity and expertise of voice
structures and implement system changes.

Transparency and Accountability

• Governments and voice structures adhere to clear protocols and share
responsibility and accountability, including downward to communities.

Capability Driven

• Voice arrangements match the unique capabilities and strengths of each
community and region. Governments and communities both build their
capability to work in partnership and support local leadership development.

Data and Evidence-based Decision Making

• Data is shared between governments and communities to enable evidence
based advice and shared decision making. Communities are supported to
collect and manage their own data.

Conversation Guide
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Proposal for the National Voice

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
are impacted by a range of laws, policies and
programs. Some are designed for and impact only
Indigenous Australians. Others are designed for and
impact all Australians.
The proposed National Voice would be a small
advisory body made up of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people.
The National Voice would provide advice to the
Australian Parliament and Government. It would
provide advice on proposed laws, policies and
programs exclusively relating to Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples. It could also provide
views on other laws and policies that significantly
impact, or are important to Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people.

How would the National Voice be
heard by the Australian Parliament
and Government?
The Australian Parliament and Government would be
required to ask the National Voice about its views on
proposed laws and policies that only impact on Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people.
The Australian Parliament and Government would also
be expected to ask the National Voice about its views
on proposed laws and policies that have a big impact on
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.

There are different forms the National Voice to the
Australian Parliament and Government could take. It
is important that in any form it has
members from across Australia.

The Proposal

What could it look like?

A national body made up of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people that:

Membership for the National Voice could happen
in two different ways:

• could provide advice to the
Australian Parliament and
Government on relevant laws,
policies and programs

• ‘Structurally linked’: Members selected from
Local and Regional Voices.

National
Voice

• could engage early on with
the Australian Parliament and
Government in the development of
relevant policies and laws.

• ‘Directly elected’: Elections held for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people to elect
National Voice members directly.
Either membership option would have a two-way
advice link to Local and Regional Voices.
Members would represent their state or territory
as well as the Torres Strait Islands.

Important features

The National Voice could:

• consist of up to 20 members, with guaranteed gender balance of members
• include Youth and Disability Advisory Groups to ensure the voices of these
groups are heard
• connect with Local and Regional Voices to provide views from local communities
• work with existing bodies, structures and organisations
• advise on national matters that are critically important to the social, spiritual and
economic wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.
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What are the models?

decide how their members are selected. This could be done
in different ways across different regions. For example, it
could be by communities nominating or selecting members,
or through an election.

The National Voice would be a small advisory body, made
up of no more than 20 members. Gender balance would be
guaranteed.
The co-design groups came up with different models for a
how the National Voice might work. The main difference
between each model is how the members could be selected.
There are options within each model for how that could
happen.
In the first model, the Local and Regional Voices for each,
state, territory and the Torres Strait Islands would pick
National Voice members each to represent them. Under the
framework for Local and Regional Voices, each region would

The second model is based on directly electing members to
the National Voice. An election of members would be held in
each state and territory, and the Torres Strait Islands.
An election process might make it more difficult to reflect
the diversity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures.
It may make it difficult to reflect the ways Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander cultural authority works in different
places across the country. There could also be challenges if
there was a need to confirm Indigeneity of voters as part of a
national election process.

Structural Membership Link
Model 1

Direct Election
OR
Model 2

Selection of Members

Selection of Members

Communities in each region would decide how to select their Local and
Regional Voice members according to the framework. For example by
communities nominating for selecting members, or through an election.

Two National Voice members* from
each state, territory and Torres Strait
Islands could be determined by one
of the following options:

Two National Voice members* from each state, territory and Torres Strait
Islands could be determined by one of the following options:

Direct election of members to the
national voice. An election would
be held in each state, territory and
Torres Strait Islands.

Selection
by local and
regional
Regional Voices would
determine collectively
the national
representative for that
state, territory and
Torres Strait Islands.

State/
territory-level
assemblies

and
or

Provision for state/
territory/Torres Strait
Islands assemblies,
and
where they exist
or
and would be
formed by drawing
on Local & Regional
Voices, to determine
representatives to the
National Voice.

* option for 1 member for each of ACT and Torres Strait Islands

Hybrid
arrangement
1 national member
could be determined
by special meeting of
local & regional;
1 member could
be determined
by state/territory
representative
assemblies, where
these exist.

or
Potential to draw from elected
state/territory/Torres Strait
Islands-level assemblies,
where they exist, to determine
representatives to the National
Voice, should local Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people want
this as the preferred method.

* option for 1 member for each of ACT
and Torres Strait Islands
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What else?
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people and
people with disability are important groups. To make sure
their voices are heard, the National Voice proposal includes
both a youth advisory group and a disability advisory group.
These groups would always be part of the National Voice.
The National Voice could also establish committees if it
needed to. This way the National Voice could bring together
people who are experts to provide advice on specific policy
matters.
The National Voice would advise on things that are important
at the national level. These things would be critically
important to the social, spiritual and economic wellbeing of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.
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You can help shape a National Voice by
letting us know:
1. What is most important to you in the National
Voice proposal and why?
2. How would the proposed National Voice work for
you, your community or your organisation?

What happens
after you give your feedback?
Feedback from community discussions, submissions
and survey responses will be considered by the codesign groups. The co-design groups will use it to
develop more detail around how the Indigenous
Voice would work. This includes further advice to
Government on:

The final report to Government will outline final proposals
and recommendations for the Local and Regional Voice and
National Voice.

• How Local and Regional Voices would be implemented
and what support each region might need to set up their
Local and Regional Voice
• How the number of regions for the Local and Regional
Voice could be determined
• What are the type of issues where the Australian
Parliament or Government could seek the views of the
National Voice
• How to implement the National Voice.
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Have your say

The co-design groups and the National Indigenous
Australians Agency are now seeking feedback and
views on the features of the Indigenous Voice
proposal.

More information and resources on
the journey to the Indigenous Voice

You can have your say on the Indigenous Voice now by:

• Joint Select Committee Final Report:
aph.gov.au/constitutionalrecognition

• completing the survey at voice.niaa.gov.au

• Uluru Statement from the Heart: ulurustatement.org

• telling us your feedback and ideas via social media by
using #IndigenousVoice in your posts

• Final Report of the Referendum Council:
referendumcouncil.org.au

• providing a submission on the proposal at
voice.niaa.gov.au
• send your feedback to us by post using the details below
Find out about other ways to talk about the proposals and
provide your feedback at voice.niaa.gov.au.
Voice Secretariat
Reply Paid 83380
CANBERRA ACT 2601

Tips on how to get your community
involved in the conversation
• Start a discussion on your local community Facebook
page or community noticeboard
• Ask your local council, community service providers and
local organisations about ways this could work in your
community
• Write to your local newspaper about how you think a
Local and Regional Voice could work for your community
• Get in touch with your local radio station and start a
discussion about what an Indigenous Voice could look like
• Host a live or virtual community meeting
• Tell us your views via social media by using
#IndigenousVoice
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Get involved and keep up-to-date with
the co-design process.
Subscribe to make sure you receive the latest updates and know when consultation begins.
Contact us with your feedback.
Stay connected by following Indigenous.gov.au on Twitter, Facebook or Instagram.

Join the conversation using #IndigenousVoice on social media.
Visit our Resources page at voice.niaa.gov.au or handy tools to help you get involved.
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