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OOMBULGURRI COMMUNITY 

Statement 
HON JON FORD (Mining and Pastoral) [9.43 pm]: I rise tonight to raise a few matters of importance to the 
Kimberley district of my region, in particular the community of Oombulgurri which is now a ghost town. Some 
weeks ago Hon Sally Talbot and I had the great pleasure to take some elders back to Oombulgurri to visit that 
community. We were told by the people who currently live there—only about half a dozen people and two 
coppers—about the stories of Oombulgurri and what was really going on. I wanted to talk about this last night 
but the Minister for Indigenous Affairs was not in the chamber. I would like some response from the minister, 
although he is also not here tonight. I want to highlight some concerns I have and then the minister will have a 
chance to read the transcript and maybe he can talk to me about it tomorrow, or respond in the house. The 
government has insisted in public forums and in this house that no decision has been made on the future of 
Oombulgurri. The definition of “future” might be in dispute, but I can tell members that there is not one 
government agency worker I have spoken to about Oombulgurri, particularly in the Kimberley, who has not used 
the words “the community has been closed”. Indeed, tonight when I spoke to Minister Chris Evans’ office about 
a Building the Education Revolution project in the Oombulgurri community that I took a photograph of, he told 
me that it was a transportable asset that was being moved to another community. That tells us the story that the 
decision to close Oombulgurri has been made, even if it seems that the minister is unaware of that decision. 

One of the things that greatly disturbs me about this matter is the stories that these people have told me. A lot has 
been made of saying in different forums, including estimates, that the people who left Oombulgurri left of their 
own accord. I have not actually met anybody who has said that they left of their own accord. In fact, I have 
spoken to about 100 people living in Wyndham on the mudflats, in statue park and in and around trees and who 
are sleeping very rough. Some of these people are very old. They have all sorts of different stories. About 100 
people claim to have left during the floods that the whole of the Kimberley experienced. They left for various 
reasons, including that the sewerage system was not working, so they left until it was repaired. There were 
stories from the community that circuit-breakers had been pulled on houses so that people did not have access to 
electricity. I suspect that that is not true, because when I went to Oombulgurri and saw that people had chosen to 
move back, I found that those circuit-breakers were on. People thought that there would be no power when they 
went back. 

Another interesting aspect is the claims that people had assets taken from their homes, in some cases forcibly, by 
police on the basis that if they could not prove that an item was of value and did not have a receipt for it, it was 
assumed that it belonged to the community as a whole and was taken away. I was shown a trailer up on bricks 
outside the police station. I was told that it belonged to the local handyman who did the repairs in the community 
and he had had it confiscated. Indeed, the wheels were taken off it and he was told that if he tried to get access to 
it, he would be arrested for stealing. That was the story. I took that up with the police in the community and they 
were unaware of the incident because they had been there for only a couple of weeks, as they were part-time fly 
in, fly outers. 

We have heard a lot from the Oombulgurri Association Inc about decisions made about assets. I spoke to some 
of the directors. The poor old directors have a number of problems, including literacy problems. When I read the 
rules of their association, I discovered that these guys have extraordinary powers but they do not know that they 
have those powers. When I asked them about the assets that had been sold, they told me—I believed them—that 
they were just asked to sign things. They were bundled into a room and told that these were the decisions. The 
reason they were given was that it was to help pay for the ongoing costs of the community, including for the 
barge, which is a central asset of the community. The community has no means of sea travel. It is isolated 
because the road is closed. It costs the community $250 to fly food in on a plane, if it has to buy it, which is 
limited to 500 kilograms of freight. The store was closed, so they had no access to food; these are the people 
who, we are told, left voluntarily. They told me that they were approached in Wyndham by housing officers; I 
know that the Minister for Indigenous Affairs has explained that his information is not correct. They said that 
housing officers came up to them, with police escorts, to say, “The community’s closed; you need to sign this 
application for transfer to get a house, otherwise you’re going to miss out”. That is a house outside the 
community. To this day, more than 100 people from Oombulgurri are living very roughly in and around 
Wyndham. When they went to live in houses of relatives who were living in town, the people who owned the 
houses were told that they had to evict their relatives or else they themselves would be evicted, because there 
were too many people living there. Some of these people are very old people and some of them are very young. 

Something is going on; there is a board, another management group, that was set up in circumstances that the 
people do not understand, and there are directors who did not actually know that they had been appointed as 
directors and who certainly do not know what powers and responsibilities they have. Central services have 
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closed, including education, and the shop has been closed. On top of that, there is a rumour mill, some of it 
coming from public servants who have visited there, that the community is closing; that is why people left.  

I have also heard it said that the people I refer to in Wyndham are not from Oombulgurri. I can tell members that 
often that is because the wrong question has been asked. If I go up to a group of people there and ask them if 
they are from Oombulgurri, they will say, “No, no—it’s that mob over there; they’re Oombulgurri mob”. But if I 
then ask them where they have lived for the last five years, they will say, “In Oombulgurri.” “Oh, so you live in 
Oombulgurri?” “Yes, we live in Oombulgurri.” “Do you want to go back?” “Yes, we want to go back.” If an 
Aboriginal person is asked whether they come from Oombulgurri, they will say where they come from; where 
they come from is where their land is. They defer to the traditional owners. But if you ask the right question, 
which is to ask where they live, some of them will say they have lived in Oombulgurri for 20 years. In fact, I 
talked to a man who actually cut the road from Home Valley more than 30 years ago.  

This is a very important community for the people up there; it is a place of healing for all people—that is how it 
has been explained to me. It has had a chequered past, but I make the point that we now have in Western 
Australia at least 100 people of all ages living outside Wyndham, some in the dirt and dust of the mudflats, while 
a perfectly good community with brand-new houses, in many cases, lies empty. I tell members, we cannot afford 
that. It costs a heap of money to maintain those places, so we have a wasted asset there and we have people who 
are confused and misled. That is how it appears to me. I want the Minister for Indigenous Affairs to investigate 
this. 
 


