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1. About IDIL Australia 

IDIL Australia is the national body guiding Australia’s response to the United Nations 
International Decade of Indigenous Languages (2022–2032). Operating under the guidance 
of the International Decade of Indigenous Languages Directions Group — comprised of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander language champions — IDIL Australia exists to ensure 
that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages are protected, celebrated and spoken 
now and for generations to come. 

Our mission is grounded in the understanding that language is inseparable from culture, 
Country, law, identity, and wellbeing. The suppression of First Nations languages through 
colonisation has caused profound and ongoing intergenerational harm. IDIL Australia works 
to reverse these harms through advocacy, coordination, and community-led action across the 
full arc of the International Decade. 

Australia’s participation in the International Decade is guided by Voices of Country — 
Australia’s Action Plan for the International Decade of Indigenous Languages 2022–2032. IDIL 
Australia plays a central role in implementing and monitoring progress against this Action Plan. 

We make this submission as an organisation committed to First Nations self-determination in 
language and cultural governance, and as a strong advocate for the alignment of Australia’s 
cultural policy with international human rights frameworks, including the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). 

 

2. Overview 

IDIL Australia welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the development of the next National 
Cultural Policy. We write with a clear focus: First Nations language must be placed at the heart 
of Australia’s cultural identity and policy framework — not as a symbolic commitment, but as 
a catalyst. 

Language is not merely a subset of cultural activity. It is the original and continuing cultural 
infrastructure of this continent, and it is upstream of virtually every outcome that cultural, 
social, economic and justice policy is trying to achieve. The next National Cultural Policy has 
an opportunity to recognise this and to be the framework that gives that recognition structural 
form. 

The evidence is unambiguous. Where Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages are 
strong and spoken, communities are healthier, children learn better, people participate more 
in economic life, and interactions with government systems are safer and more effective. 
Where languages are lost or suppressed, those pathways close. Language is not a ‘cultural 
add-on’ to these outcomes — it is core social infrastructure. 

This submission identifies the reframing that must underpin the next National Cultural Policy, 
engages with the five pillars of Revive through that lens, and sets out the principles that should 
guide a legislative framework capable of securing language’s role as a national policy lever — 
consistent with UNDRIP, Closing the Gap Target 16, and the practice of comparable nations. 

 

3. Language as Catalyst 

Within government, and within the National Agreement on Closing the Gap, language has 
largely been treated as a stand-alone cultural target. Responsibility sits inside the arts 
portfolio. It is largely absent from health, education, justice, employment and social and 
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Any such initiatives must be developed and led by the relevant language communities and 
custodians. Access and participation must never compromise cultural authority and 
ownership. 

4.3  Centrality of the Artist 

Language workers — linguists, teachers, recorders, transcribers, songwriters, storytellers, 
interpreters and translators — are cultural workers. The next National Cultural Policy must 
explicitly recognise them as such, and ensure that arts sector career structures, fair 
remuneration frameworks and vocational pathways extend to encompass language work. 

Many of Australia’s most celebrated First Nations artists work in and through their languages. 
Supporting language revitalisation is supporting the conditions for First Nations artistic 
excellence. It is also building the interpreter and translator workforce on which courts, 
hospitals, schools and government agencies depend — another expression of language’s 
catalyst role. 

4.4  Strong Cultural Infrastructure 

First Nations language centres are among the most important and most undervalued pieces 
of cultural infrastructure in this country. They hold irreplaceable recordings, documents and 
living knowledge, and they are the hub around which language revitalisation activities are 
organised. They are also, in the catalyst framing, a form of community-controlled service 
infrastructure — ACCOs that sit at the intersection of cultural, health, education and SEWB 
systems. 

The next policy must commit to a sustained increase in recurrent support for language centres 
— operational funding that enables them to maintain staff, facilities, archives and programs 
across years and decades, not just to deliver short-term projects. Digital infrastructure is 
equally critical: documenting, storing and making languages accessible requires investment 
in archiving, metadata standards developed with communities, and accessible learning 
platforms, with clear protocols governing community ownership and access. 

4.5  Engaging the Audience 

Language revitalisation depends on audiences — people who hear, learn, sing, speak and 
celebrate First Nations languages. The next policy should support broadcasting and media in 
First Nations languages, language programs in schools and early childhood settings, and 
integration of language into major cultural events and institutions. The ABC, SBS and NITV 
have important obligations in this space that the next policy should reinforce. 

Global engagement matters too. Australia’s participation in the International Decade positions 
us within a worldwide movement for Indigenous language rights. The next policy should 
support cultural diplomacy that showcases First Nations languages as a source of national 
pride and international standing — led by and benefiting the relevant communities. 

 

5. Recommendation: A Legislative Framework Grounded in Rights 
Principles 

The catalyst framing demands a structural response. Reframing language as a cross-portfolio 
policy lever is only meaningful if it is backed by a legal and governance architecture that is 
stable, adequately supported and First Nations-led. Australia’s current policy settings — 
competitive grant rounds, short funding cycles, arts-portfolio siloing — are wholly inadequate 
to this task. 
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structural, sustained, and First Nations-led — is one of the most direct ways to begin 
implementing those Reforms in practice. The next National Cultural Policy should say so. 

IDIL Australia is available to discuss this submission further and to contribute to the 
development of the next policy. We also draw the Government’s attention to our 2026–27 Pre-
Budget Submission, which sets out the detailed structural and governance proposals that 
would operationalise this reframing. 

 

 

Contact 

IDIL Australia 

|  idil-australia.au 

June 2026 
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Logo artwork: ‘Resurgence’ — Rachael Sarra (Goreng Goreng) & David Williams (Wakka Wakka) / Gilimbaa 
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