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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people enjoy quality of life 
through whole-of-community self-determination and individual 

spiritual, cultural, physical, social and emotional well-being.
Aboriginal health in Aboriginal hands







Issues

• Prior to COVID-19, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples already faced health 
and mental health disadvantages and inadequate and inequitable access to mental 
health care. 

• Globally, Indigenous peoples are disproportionately impacted by pandemics. The 
Australian Government’s COVID-19 mental health response must address the existing 
social inequities that make Indigenous peoples more vulnerable to and heavily 
impacted by pandemics.

• Suicide rates among Aboriginal and Torres Strait people are double those of other 
Australians. An increase in suicide rates is now predicted. The impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic and health response on mental health will be devastating if not managed 
appropriately. 



• In response to COVID-19, the Government has provided extra investment in mental 
health support. Yet, despite known risks, funding has been largely directed to 
mainstream services that will not meet the specific needs of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples and communities alone. 

• Culturally safe, trauma-informed, lived-experience solutions that respond to the 
health and wellbeing needs and diversity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples and communities have been established, but are chronically under-
resourced. 

• The national pandemic response for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
and communities must be a priority and led, developed, and delivered by 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisations, communities, and peoples.





1. Self-determination – Support Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander leaders and organisations 
to lead the pandemic mental health responses for their peoples and communities. This calls 
for direct funding to Indigenous organisations to fund Indigenous-led actions which will best 
meet the needs of Indigenous peoples, families and communities.

2. Health and Mental Health Workforce – Improve the accessibility of culturally safe care that 
meets the needs of families and communities. It is critical to support and appropriately utilise 
the existing local workforce, and to create and grow a longer-term, place-based, 
multidisciplinary Indigenous social and emotional wellbeing (SEWB) workforce.

3. Social and Cultural Determinants - Implement the National Strategic Framework for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples’ Mental Health and Social and Emotional 
Wellbeing 2017-2023 to enable culturally safe and sustainable approaches to improved 
mental health. Social determinants of health must be addressed and SEWB programs that 
are designed, delivered and culturally informed by Indigenous peoples must be supported.

4. Digital and Telehealth - Provide accessible and affordable Internet access and ensure 
digital and tele-health services to Indigenous communities are culturally safe and trauma-
informed. An Indigenous-led helpline to be made available immediately.

5. Evaluation – Implement a comprehensive quantitative and qualitative national research 
and evaluation program that covers urban, regional, and remote communities, promotes 
accountability of funding models, and enables Indigenous data sovereignty.



Thank you…



Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Suicide Resources
Websites/Twitter Accounts

CBPATSISP
https://twitter.com/cbpatsisp
https://www.cbpatsisp.com.au/

Australian Indigenous Psychology Education Project
http://www.indigenouspsyched.org.au/

Transforming Indigenous Mental Health and Wellbeing
https://timhwb.org.au/

Australian Indigenous Psychologists Association
https://twitter.com/AipaAust
http://www.indigenouspsychology.com.au/

https://twitter.com/cbpatsisp
https://www.cbpatsisp.com.au/
http://www.indigenouspsyched.org.au/
https://timhwb.org.au/


Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Psychology  Resources
Suicide Fact Sheets
https://www.cbpatsisp.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Fact-Sheet-3.pdf

Solutions That Work: The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Suicide Prevention Evaluation Project (ATSISPEP)
https://www.atsispep.sis.uwa.edu.au/

Working Together: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Mental Health and Wellbeing Principles and Practices.
Free to down load.
https://www.telethonkids.org.au/globalassets/media/documents/aboriginal-health/working-together-second-
edition/working-together-aboriginal-and-wellbeing-2014.pdf

The National Strategic Framework for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Mental Health and Social and Emotional 
Wellbeing.
https://www.niaa.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/mhsewb-framework_0.pdf

SEWB Tools
https://www.cbpatsisp.com.au/our-research/screening-assessment-tools/sewb-assessment-tools/

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Mental Health and Social and Emotional Wellbeing. Gee et al.
https://www.telethonkids.org.au/globalassets/media/documents/aboriginal-health/working-together-second-
edition/wt-part-1-chapt-4-final.pdf

https://www.cbpatsisp.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Fact-Sheet-3.pdf
https://www.atsispep.sis.uwa.edu.au/
https://www.telethonkids.org.au/globalassets/media/documents/aboriginal-health/working-together-second-edition/working-together-aboriginal-and-wellbeing-2014.pdf
https://www.niaa.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/mhsewb-framework_0.pdf
https://www.cbpatsisp.com.au/our-research/screening-assessment-tools/sewb-assessment-tools/
https://www.telethonkids.org.au/globalassets/media/documents/aboriginal-health/working-together-second-edition/wt-part-1-chapt-4-final.pdf


Black Summer Fires: Lost, 
Resilience and Regrowth

Stewart Sutherland: 
ANU



I acknowledge the 
Wirradjuri Nation as the 
traditional owners of 
this unseeded land that 
I am presenting from. 

We belong to the 250 
Nations that are the 
traditional owners of 
Australia.



In most stories of the 
Dreaming, the Ancestor 
Spirits came to the earth 
in human form and as 
they moved through the 
land, they created the 
animals, plants, rocks and 
other forms of the land 
that we know today. They 
also created the 
relationships between 
groups and individuals to 
the land, the animals and 
other people.

• Indigenous people globally form their 
identity around the Land. 



The relationship between land, animals, 
people and the seasons
We are part of the Dreaming. 
We have been in the Dreaming 
for a long time before we are 
born on this earth and we will 
return to this vast landscape at 
the end of our days. It provides 
for us during our time on earth, 
a place to heal, to restore 
purpose and hope, and to 
continue our destiny. 
(Milroy, HREOC, 1997)

• “Our story is in the land ... it is 
written in those sacred places 
... My children will look after 
those places.  That's the law.” 

• Bill Neidjie , Kakadu Elder.



Solastalgia

• Most would understand that nostalgia is homesickness 
experienced by individuals when separated from a loved home

• To combat environmentally induced distress,  Solastalgia was 
introduced 

• Solastalgia is the distress that is produced by environmental 
change impacting on people while they are directly connected to 
their home environment.

• Albrecht, G., Sartore, G.-M., Connor, L., Higginbotham, N., Freeman, S., Kelly, B., Stain, H., Tonna, A., & Pollard, G. (2007). Solastalgia: The distress caused by environmental change. Australasian Psychiatry: 
Bulletin of Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists, 15 Suppl 1, S95-98. https://doi.org/10.1080/10398560701701288



Catching up
"I think sometimes we need to 
take a step back and just 
remember we have no greater 
right to be here than any other 
animal." 
Sir David Attenborough #WorldAnimalDay

https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/worldanimalday?__eep__=6&__tn__=*NK*F


The fire



Mogo Local Aboriginal Land 
Council 

• https://www.bbc.com/news/in-pictures-
50971879



The project

• The Mogo community were 
severely impacted by the 
recent bushfires. 

• Almost 500 homes were 
destroyed in Eurobodalla 
Shire Council, where Mogo is 
located, 271,000 hectares —
or 79 per cent of the Shire —
was burned.



Results
• Some Sad findings;
• high rates of poor mental 

health 
• Anger and resentment 
• suicide 
• some evidence of physical 

health being affected by the 
fires

• Poor understanding of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander needs in evacuation 
centres

• Great finding
• Resilience:
• The Aboriginal Community set 

up a community hall where 
people could come and get 
supplies  and talk

• Eldership. 
• Stewardship
• Family  



Dr Stewart Sutherland
Chair, Indigenous Health, ANU Medical School
stewart.sutherland@anu.edu.au

Thank you














































