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RIGHT RESPECT

A framework for Remote Aboriginal Arts Leadership during COVID-19 and beyond

1. Background Story - ANKA as a
pathway to Right Respect

From its beginning in 1987, ANKA has stood for
Aboriginal leadership of remote Aboriginal Art. The
Indigenous art movement of today was grown up
by our artists from our culture, from our inherited
patterns and designs, and from our country. Art
is our resource passed on to us from the ancestral
beings—through our grandparents to our parents
to us. You cannot separate art from culture or from
country. Through our art, we share our knowledge
of country and culture with our children and the
wider world. Our art is strong when our culture stays

strong.

We are the people who can speak for our culture
and for our country. We do this with our art and
our words. The Aboriginal members of ANKA live
in many remote communities spread across vast
regions of northern Australia. We speak many
different Indigenous languages. Aboriginal art and
cultural leaders come together through ANKA to
strengthen each other and speak up collectively so
our voices will be heard, and our culture, respected.

Through ANKA we pursue our self-determination.

ANKA is not just a clever new idea of today. We
have built it up with 35 years of patient hard work.

We practise good governance so our organisation
will be confident and respected in the mainstream
and by Aboriginal people. Strong processes allow
ANKA to speak the right solid way for our people
and serve their needs. ANKA is governed by an
all-Indigenous board, elected every two years from
each of its four regions: Arnhem Land, the Kimberley,
the Tiwi Islands and Katherine-Darwin. Voting
takes place at Regional General Meetings held in
communities and the new board takes up office at
the AGM and Annual Conference when we all come
together. ANKA has held these governance meetings
every year for 20 years, without interruption. They
allow the board to listen properly to artists on
the ground in the different regions of Northern
Australia. Because our directors are elected the
right democratic way, with election speeches, fair
voting and good process, and are voted in by the
Aboriginal people they serve, everyone can be
confident the board properly represents the people
on the ground. ANKA is a community-controlled
organisation. We work together as Indigenous
people from over 50 Indigenous language groups to

keep art, country and culture strong.



2. COVID-19 and the Digital Divide in
remote Australia

ANKA has been putting technology in remote
Aboriginal arts workers” hands for a decade through
its Arts Worker Extension Program. Participating
arts workers get an iPad that connects them to the
internet, social media and email. The iPad also helps
networking with arts workers from other remote
communities. However, only a small number of
people have the chance to do this program. More
widely, most people in remote communities have
mobile phones, but access to other personal devices

and training to use them is rare.

When COVID-19 came in 2020, demanding
physical distancing, we quickly saw this could be
very dangerous for our self-determination. The
world is changing fast and mainstream use of
communication technology is running ahead. As a
remote Aboriginal board with very limited online
connection, we worried we might not be at the table
when important decisions about our industry are
made, which will impact us for years. We still worry
about this.

Despite the COVID-19 crisis, the ANKA board met
13 times in 2020, all virtually. Eight meetings were
by telephone and five meetings by videoconference.
This was not easy when all the members of the 2020

board live in different remote communities, some in

very remote homelands with no telephone connection,
and almost no one had access to their own computer
or tablet at the beginning. Communities also often
lose internet and even telephone connection, or a
connection can be very, very weak, and we have
to walk around looking for a place with a strong
enough signal. When we saw how serious the need
to stay connected more deeply is in this crisis, we
decided to purchase iPads for board members and

invested in an IT training and support program.

We have been growing our online capacity through
2020. For many of us, especially people for whom
English is a sixth or seventh language, this has been
a huge journey into a new world of technology.
But we have persisted. Now we are managing to
have meetings where we can talk about and decide
important things through videoconference. Before,
as a board, we only resolved the easy matters by
teleconference and waited for our face-to-face

meetings to do the really serious work.

For the first time in 2020, ANKA held all its regional
and general meetings online — including board
elections. Indigenous artists, arts workers and Art
Centre managers sat together in groups inside their
Art Centres and joined the meeting through the

computer screen.

Despite the pandemic, we stayed strongly connected

and kept up governance, online. Videos were filmed
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of 17 board candidates making election speeches to
join the 2021-22 ANKA board. The election videos
were screened at the virtual Regional General
Meetings and the Aboriginal members elected three
regional directors and one stand-in director for each
region. The new 2021-22 board took up office at
the virtual AGM on 18 November 2020.

We are committed to maintaining connectivity and in
2020 ANKA hosted 44 large online forums with the
Indigenous membership and Art Centre managers
(18 formal governance/consultation meetings and
26 general consultations and workshops). Desart

Art Centres were invited to join several meetings.

3. ‘Our Voices’ - danger in the air,
resilience on the ground

The 2020 ANKA Annual Conference was called
‘Our Voices’. Normally we come together for the
Annual Conference, spending three or more days
living and meeting together. We have many serious
meetings; we share ideas, and do weaving, carving
and other art-making together. In the evenings we
share dancing and singing, have fun, and we listen
to each other give talks about the year’s events in
our Art Centres and what is happening across the
Indigenous Arts Industry. The board holds an Open
Board Meeting. We have training workshops. We
invite some industry partners to inform us and
share our hopes, dreams and visions, especially
for the next generation. This year the ‘Our Voices’
conference took place online for the first time. It is @
new world but the same people—the same hopes,

dreams and duty to care for our culture.
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We are still worried about our voices being talked
over, not heard and not invited properly to the table
when important decisions are being made about
the contemporary Indigenous Arts Industry we built
up with our own hands from nothing—the Industry
through which we share our precious knowledge
of the longest living culture in the world. It must be
recognised that nobody but us can speak for that
culture, can share and care for those stories. This
is not gammin work, pretend work or just spending
time making prefty pictures. It is serious important
business looking after and caring for our Indigenous

knowledge.

We have seen it before—people coming in from
the outside with bright ideas about how to help
or save us. We are sick and tired of this gammin
story. We want to see proper respect for our voices.
Proper respect for our self-determination. Proper
respect for the remote Indigenous led organisations
we have built up so carefully to make a respectful
bridge between the people on the ground and wider

Australia.

It is not good enough for outside people, even other
Indigenous people, to consult with just one or two
of us on our own. People who want to work with
us with good heart need to properly respect the
community controlled Indigenous organisations we
lead and have built up over extended time so they
can represent us. This is where you can hear our
voices properly and talk with us. Not pretend way.
Not by outside people speaking ‘on-our-behalf’. It
is time people see once and for all this speaking for
us is not good enough. And it won’t work to keep us

and our art strong.




It needs to be recognised that proper Indigenous
decision making takes time and must follow good
process. When we are asked to rush through
decisions—in the name of it being a great opportunity
and for our own good—this can be another way of
stealing our power, stealing our agency. We worried
in early 2020 when our ANKA board meetings were
forced to be by telephone, due to the COVID-19
crisis, that others would make decisions for us that
would change our art world. We are still worried
and make this heartfelt call for Right Respect for our

agency.

We call for everyone in the arts industry to respect
our Indigenous-led, community-controlled, remote
art organisations, with structures to properly speak
for the Indigenous people on the ground. Nowhere
else in Australia but in our remote communities
do people who work together live at such large
distances from each other, or is communication and
connection so challenging. We have had enough
of so-called consultations with no or minimal
representation of remote Indigenous people. It
doesn’t have to be hard—the strong Indigenous
governed art organisations like ANKA and Desart
are here. It is time for honest truth-telling. It is time
for working together in true and honest partnership
with transparent method. We have had enough of
half-truths which become lies. It is time for Right

Respect.
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