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Children priority in bid to rebuild community 

Only a few weeks ago, a major milestone was achieved in Fitzroy Crossing with the opening 
of the Baya Gawiy Children and Family Centre.  

The new building that houses the centre takes its curved form from the Freshwater Whip 
Ray, the Baya Gawiy, which is found in the Fitzroy River and very important to local 
Aboriginal culture. 

The design is not merely tokenistic. It is a welcoming place for local people and a physical 
representation of the cultural and social revival that is taking place in Fitzroy Crossing: one 
which aims to transform the physical health and emotional wellbeing of our children.  

Wonderful things are happening in this centre. It is a hub where women and families can 
come to access child health services, playgroups and parenting courses, and even cooking 
classes. 

It is a safe place where there is no shame and no blame, and the entire focus is on the 
children: providing them with the family and community support services and life 
experiences needed for their health and physical, cultural and social development. 

The centre was developed with strong input from, and is now run by, the community. This 
ensures the centre’s services meet the community’s needs. 

Central to this concept is the focus on reconnecting with traditional culture. Aboriginal 
people of the Fitzroy Valley have always had a strong connection with law, culture and 
tradition but in recent years this connection has been weakened. 

During the 1970s, the population of Fitzroy Crossing grew from just 100 to more than 2,000 
people as Aboriginal families and workers were expelled from stations following the equal 
wage decision. 

Like many people alienated from their lands across the world, alcohol abuse started in 
Fitzroy Crossing and other Kimberley communities from this time and has got progressively 
worse. 

At first only the older men drank, then some of the young men and then more and more 
women and then teenagers, some of them quite young. 

As tragic as this is, the most devastating effect is the damage to the brains of unborn babies 
by alcohol consumed by their mothers, known as foetal alcohol spectrum disorder. 



FASD symptoms cover the spectrum from mild behavioural traits and learning difficulties, to 
major intellectual impairment and physical abnormalities; but whatever the level of harm to 
the individual, the impact on family and the broader community is overwhelming. 

These young children – the future of our people and all that goes with it; our culture, our 
language, knowledge about the creation and laws of our country – are being born into this 
world with brains and nervous systems that are so impaired that their lives for from birth to 
death are cruelly diminished. 

The Marulu FASD Leadership Team is a diverse group of government, non-government, 
medical and corporate organisations that have been working together for some years now to 
address the disadvantage of children and young people in the Fitzroy Valley. 

One of the significant projects this group is conducting is the first ever study in Australia of 
the prevalence of FASD. The community have called this study the Lililwan Project – Lililwan 
being a Kriol word meaning ‘little ones’. 

The children of this survey were born before the 2007 restrictions on the sale of alcohol. 

The restriction was, at the time, a difficult and contentious step to take, but one I was and 
still am entirely committed to as the devastating impact on children was apparent. 

We have come a long way since 2007 and, while we have a very long way to go, the 
community has started the healing process – the community has decided that children are 
our priority. 

This focus has led to other positive initiatives which are reconstructing the community of 
Fitzroy Crossing. 

The Men’s Shed program, for example, is bringing men back into contact with the 
community. They are contributing to local, community-based programs and this is helping to 
re-establish respect for elders. 

Young people are attracted to these positive role models, which is leading to opportunities 
for mentoring of young people so that the leaders of tomorrow are being developed now. 

Our work in Fitzroy has the capacity to help other communities. Over the past few years, we 
have established a broad governance structure which has the potential to be the governing 
authority for the entire Valley. 

We call it the Fitzroy Futures Forum and it has representation from all the language groups 
as well as others appointed by the Minister for Indigenous Affairs to represent wider 
community interests. 

This forum harnesses the spirit of resilience that exists in many Aboriginal communities. 
Some people call this social capital; the glue that makes communities work; the spirit to 
keep going in the face of overwhelming odds. 

We are working towards a healthy and happy community by using the strength of our 
culture that enabled our people to thrive for thousands of years. 

This will be a long process and a huge challenge, but we are taking responsibility for our 
children and acting to protect and nurture them. 

June Oscar is a Fitzroy Crossing community leader and one of the 15 
ambassadors appointed by the Commissioner for Children and Young People WA. 


