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I am honoured to announce that a Labor Government will return 
Goat Island, known traditionally as Me-mel, to the Aboriginal 
people of NSW.

This commitment will make every Australian proud.

It heralds the next chapter in the unfolding story of NSW – and our journey towards true 
healing as a unified and reconciled nation.

Goat Island –Me-mel – had long been part of the traditional lands of the Wangal people 
when the First Fleet arrived in Sydney Cove in 1788.

The writings of the early settlers make clear that the harbour and its islands were 
majestic and bountiful. The Wangal people followed a peaceful and traditional way of life 
before the diseases came and the stain of violence and dispossession occurred.

David Collins sailed to Sydney on the First Fleet and was appointed Secretary of the 
Colony by Governor Arthur Phillip. His journal, An Account of the English Colony in New 
South Wales, records in 1798 that Goat Island – Me-mel – was under the custodianship of 
Bennelong and his family.

I have considered at length the fierce connection that Bennelong and his wife 
Barangaroo had to Me-mel. This strengthens the argument for an act of restitution 
returning the island to the Aboriginal community.

The preamble to the Native Title Act 1993 states 
that the common law of Australia “recognises a 
form of native title that reflects the entitlement 
of the Indigenous inhabitants of Australia, in 
accordance with their laws and customs, to their 
traditional lands.”

Using the mechanism of the NSW Aboriginal 
Land Rights Act 1983, Labor will return Me-mel to 
the Aboriginal people of NSW.

Luke FoLey, NSW LAbor LeAder
A message from 

Luke Foley
NSW Labor Leader

25 January 2015



labor’s plan to return
goat island - me-mel to the   
aboriginal people of nsW
Goat Island - Me-mel is located in Sydney Harbour, approximately 600 metres north-west 
of Balmain East public wharf. Goat Island - Me-mel is the second largest island in Sydney 
Harbour (after Cockatoo Island) and one of eight remaining islands in the harbour.

The island has been in NSW State government ownership in its entirety since 1908.

Goat Island - Me-mel is clearly visible from the Harbour Bridge; Millers Point and Balmain 
East on the southern side of Sydney Harbour; and from Milsons Point, McMahons Point 
and Balls Head on the northern side of the harbour. Goat Island - Me-mel is a vegetated 
Hawkesbury sandstone formation rising to 20 metres above sea level, approximately 300 
metres wide in a north-south direction and 180 metres long in an east-west direction.

David Collins sailed to Sydney on the First Fleet and was appointed Secretary of the 
Colony by Governor Arthur Phillip. His journal, An Account of the English Colony in New 
South Wales, records in 1798 that Goat Island was the property of the family of Bennelong.

The NSW Government’s current management plan for Goat Island - Me-mel recognises 
the uniqueness of the island:

“Goat Island is a rare identifiable place with a documented association with a prominent 
Aboriginal person in the early years of Sydney. Bennelong’s claim, recorded by Collins, 
that the island belonged to his father (in the sense that it could be given on to others) 
and Collins’ recorded observations of Bennelong and his wife Barangaroo frequenting the 
Island, are particularly important. They were important in their own right and in their own 
community not because of their association with governors. 

recognition that a particular place was claimed by an Aboriginal person contrasted 
with early european concepts of Aboriginal land ownership and occupation, and Goat 
Island is one of few specific sites that were documented as belonging to an Aboriginal 
person. This is of state significance.” 1

“While bennelong is associated with several places in the Sydney 
region, Goat Island is the only place recorded as belonging to 
bennelong’s family. Further, Goat Island is the only place 
in early Sydney recorded as specifically belonging to an 
individual indigenous person or family. The association 
is unique.” 2

--------------------------------------

1 Goat Island Conservation Management Plan, Volume 1, June 2011, NSW 
National Parks and Wildlife Service, The Office of Environment and Heritage 
NSW, page 190

2 Goat Island Conservation Management Plan, Volume 1, June 2011, NSW National 
Parks and Wildlife Service, The Office of Environment and Heritage NSW, page 146



a labor government Will         
return           
GOAT ISLAND TO THE ABOrIGINAL PEOPLE OF NSW

Labor takes guidance from suggestions put forward by the Chief Justice 
of the High Court of Australia, Justice robert French, in his 9 July 2008 
speech, Lifting the burden of native title: Some modest proposals for 
improvement.                                                  

His Honour argued for the historical extinguishment to be disregarded over certain 
classes of land and waters when the applicants and the relevant state or territory 
government have agreed that it should.

The preamble to the Native Title Act 1993 recites the proposition in the decision 
of the High Court in Mabo v Queensland (No 2) that “the common law of Australia 
recognises a form of native title that reflects the entitlement of the Indigenous 
inhabitants of Australia, in accordance with their laws and customs, to their 
traditional lands”. 3

It also declares the intentions underlying the enactment of the Act. One of those 
is rectification of the consequences of past injustices by the special measures 
contained in the Act.  As the Full Court observed in Northern Territory v Alyawarr: 

“The preamble declares the moral foundation upon which the NT Act rests. It 
makes explicit the legislative intention to recognise, support and protect native 
title. That moral foundation and that intention stand despite the inclusion in the NT 
Act of substantive provisions, which are adverse to native title rights and interests 
and provide for their extinguishment, permanent and temporary, for the validation 
of past acts and for the authorisation of future acts affecting native title”. 4

Justice French proposed to “allow extinguishment to be disregarded where an 
agreement was entered into between the states and the applicants that it should 
be disregarded. Such agreements might be limited to Crown land or reserves of 
various kinds”.

Notwithstanding the current limitations of the Commonwealth Native Title 
Act, the New South Wales Aboriginal Land rights Act 1983 allows the State 
to transfer ownership of Crown land, by an Act of Parliament, to the NSW 
Aboriginal Land Council.

A future New South Wales Labor Government will enter into an agreement 
with the New South Wales Aboriginal Land Council to disregard the period of 
dispossession, and to return Goat Island - Me-mel to the Aboriginal people of 
NSW.
--------------------------------------

3 Goat Island Conservation Management Plan, Volume 1, June 2011, NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service, The Office of 
Environment and Heritage NSW, page 146

4 Northern Territory v Alyawarr (2005) 145 FCr 442, at [63].



the history of                 
Goat Island - Me-mel
aboriginal oWnership 

Under instruction from Governor Arthur Phillip on 25 November 1789, Bennelong 
and another Aboriginal man Colbee, were captured from a large group camping 
and fishing in the Manly area. Shackled to prevent their escape, they were taken to 
live with Governor Phillip. 

Bennelong was a man of consequence among his clansmen. Bennelong met 
King George III during a trip to England in 1793, and returned to Sydney in 1795. 
Governor Phillip’s esteem for Bennelong led to the construction of a brick hut at a 
place of Bennelong’s choosing on the eastern shore of Sydney Cove (Bennelong 
Point – the site of the Sydney Opera House). Bennelong, his wife Barangaroo and 
two children lived there and were regularly visited by other Aboriginal people. 

David Collins sailed to Sydney on the First Fleet and was appointed Secretary 
of the Colony by Governor Arthur Phillip. His journal, An Account of the English 
Colony in New South Wales, records in 1798 that Goat Island was the property of 
the family of Bennelong:

AN ACCOUNT OF THE ENGLISH COLONY IN NEW SOUTH WALES:

WITH REMARKS ON THE DISPOSITIONS, CUSTOMS, MANNERS, etc. OF THE 
NATIVE INHABITANTS OF THAT COUNTRY. TO WHICH ARE ADDED, SOME 
PARTICULARS OF NEW ZEALAND;

COMPILED, BY PERMISSION, FROM THE MSS. OF LIEUTENANT-GOVERNOR KING.

By DAVID COLLINS, Esquire, LATE JUDGE ADVOCATE AND SECRETARY OF THE 
COLONY. VOLUME 1

1798. 

APPENDIX IX--PROPERTY

Their spears and shields, their clubs and lines, etc are their own 
property; they are manufactured by themselves, and are the whole of 
their personal estate. But, strange as it may appear, they have also 
their real estates. Bennillong, both before he went to England and 
since his return, often assured me, that the island Me-mel (called 
by us Goat Island) close by Sydney Cove was his own property; that 
it was his father’s, and that he should give it to By-gone, his 
particular friend and companion. To this little spot he appeared 
much attached; and we have often seen him and his wife Ba-rang-a-roo 
feasting and enjoying themselves on it. He told us of other people 
who possessed this kind of hereditary property, which they retained 
undisturbed.



dISPoSSeSSIoN             
CoLoNIAL PerIod 1831-1901

The first European use of Goat Island was 
for quarrying of dimension sandstone (1831) 
for use in the construction of Sydney.

In January 1833 the construction of a 
military gunpowder magazine complex was 
commenced on Goat Island using convict 
labour.

In October 1835 the Committee of Police 
and Gaols recommended stationing 
the colonial water police on the north-
eastern tip of Goat Island. The Ordnance 
Department, which effectively controlled 
the island and managed the magazine 
works, agreed to allow the police to use 
the island in January 1837. The Governor 
ordered Colonial Architect Mortimer Lewis 
to design a Water Police Station.  In June 
1838 the Australian reported the completion 
and occupation of the Water Police Station.

By the 1840s Goat Island principally housed 
a gunpowder storage facility controlled by 
the Ordnance Department, with a small 
Water Police enclave on the north eastern 
tip. The magazine complex was staffed by 
Imperial (British) infantry units, and in the 
1860s by royal Artillery units.

THe TruST
SydNey HArbour TruST 1901-1936

The outbreak of bubonic plague at Millers 
Point in January 1900 and the subsequent 
public outcry over the unhealthy state 
of the Sydney waterfront gave the NSW 
government an excuse to establish a 
harbour trust to manage Sydney Harbour, a 
proposal which had been under discussion 
from the 1890s. Between January and 
August 1900, 303 cases of plague were 
reported in Sydney with a 30% mortality 
rate, claiming 112 lives by August. The 
Sydney Harbour Trust Act was passed in 
November 1900, establishing the Sydney 
Harbour Trust from 1901 with responsibility 
for the control, improvement and further 
development of Sydney Harbour.

Federation in 1901 meant the Imperial 
military were vacating and handing over 
sites to the new Australian government. 
There ensued a jurisdictional dispute 
between the Government of NSW, the new 
Federal Government and Balmain Council 
over Goat Island. During 1901-1902, with this 
dispute as a backdrop, the Sydney Harbour 
Trust established itself on Goat Island. In 
1908 the NSW government gained control 
of the whole of Goat Island through a deal 
transferring part of Cockatoo Island to the 
Commonwealth.



THe boArd             
MArITIMe ServICeS boArd  
1936-1994

The Maritime Services Board was 
established in 1936, subsuming the Sydney 
Harbour Trust and taking over Goat Island 
as its operational headquarters within 
Sydney Harbour. The MSB had charge of 
all waterways in NSW, including inland 
waterways.

The island reached its peak use in the 1950’s 
and early 1960’s, until extensive changes in 
the movement of freight on wharves and 
the management of the waterfront saw the 
gradual decline of the MSB and its need for 
Goat Island.  

       

NATIoNAL PArkS
MANAGeMeNT by NATIoNAL PArkS 
ANd WILdLIFe ServICeS FroM 1993

In July 1994, management responsibility 
of Goat Island was transferred to the NSW 
National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) 
and in November 1995 most of the island 
was incorporated into Sydney Harbour 
National Park. The majority of the land 
mass of Goat Island was gazetted as part 
of Sydney Harbour National Park in 1995. 
The wharves around the island, slipways 
and ship repair buildings were excluded 
from gazettal but vested in the Minister 
administering the National Parks and 
Wildlife Act 1974.
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planning the future of  
Goat Island - Me-mel 
Goat Island - Me-mel will be handed back to the NSW Aboriginal Land 
Council on behalf of the Aboriginal people of NSW. 

A NSW Labor Government will provide support to the local Aboriginal Land Council in 
developing a plan of management to explore options for future use and development 
of the island. 

Goat Island - Me-mel has considerable potential value as a community asset in terms 
of heritage and tourism. NSW Labor hopes Goat Island - Me-mel will provide positive 
cultural, educational and economic opportunities to the local Aboriginal community.

Public access will be maintained.

Labor wishes to acknowledge and thank the NSW Aboriginal Land Council, 
Metropolitan Local Aboriginal Land Council and Tribal Warrior Association for their 
guidance in developing this significant policy.


