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ABSTRACT 
What does ‘self-determination mean in the context of legal service provision by the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Legal Services (ATSILS)? This thesis analyses the 
complex factors characterising the environment in which ATSILS continue to survive 
and continue to achieve just outcomes for Indigenous people in Australia’s justice 
system. It also examines the Indigenous legal sector’s commitment to Indigenous 
people and includes a comparative analysis of it with the Indigenous community-
controlled health sector. 
The research investigated whether or not the ATSILS model is the only model able to 
provide a legal service to Indigenous people – one that accommodates their clients’ 
unique needs through the shared experiences of their cultural understanding and 
historical knowledge of its people and its places. Does self-determination play a part in 
this model, and could a hybrid form of self-management be replicated by non-
Indigenous legal service organisations? 
This thesis showcases my personal experience through this original contribution to 
scholarship. I also want to elevate the stories and accounts of First Nations people who 
have been working at the forefront of Aboriginal legal services since their inception by 
weaving their voices into the thesis. I include other key voices that have contributed to 
ATSILS, using my knowledge to put them into context but without losing what has 
been relayed.  
This study’s research question and data analysis were fundamentally shaped by my 
personal experiences as a Larrakia, Wadjigan, Central Arrente man from the Northern 
Territory. I am a Son, Brother, Uncle, Father, Grandfather, and Lawyer. I have been 
Chair of the North Australian Aboriginal Justice Agency (NAAJA), Chair of Yilli Rreung 
Regional Council (ATSIC), Discrimination Commissioner for the NT, NATSILS Executive 
Officer, and Director of Community Engagement for the Royal Commission into the 
Protection and Detention of Children in the NT. My cultural obligations to my family, 
people and land shape who I am. 
This is not standard Law thesis, but its great strength is that it presents an Indigenous 
point of view.  
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