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The Government of Norfolk Island 
 

MEDIA RELEASE 
 

In a statement in last week’s local press I advised that as Minister with responsibility 
for cultural heritage and community services I had written on 7 February 2015 to the 
Hon Tony Abbott MP, Prime Minister of Australia.  A press release about the letter 
sent to the mainland press has generated offshore radio and print media attention, 
including in the UK. The letter to the Prime Minister reads: 
 

 
7 February 2015 

The Hon Tony Abbott MP 
Prime Minister 
Parliament House 
Canberra 
 
My dear Prime Minister, 

 
 “A Fair Go” for Norfolk Island 

This week we record the passing of a resident of Norfolk Island Dr Colleen McCullough Robinson AO 
whose funeral on Norfolk Island was attended by Senator Zed Seselja on behalf of the Australian 
Government. 
  
“Our National Treasure”, the late Dr Colleen McCullough Robinson AO in her book “Life without the 
Boring Bits” included a story entitled “Portrait of a Colonial Overlord” in which Dr. McCullough Robinson 
describes Norfolk Island as a tiny place – “A mote in the vastness of the Pacific’s eye”. Dr McCullough 
Robinson writes of the removal by authority of Queen Victoria of the Pitcairn Islanders from Pitcairn 
Island to Norfolk Island in 1856. 
 
Dr McCullough Robinson writes - “Norfolk Island became a homeland.  It was a place with a natural 
settlement of genetically unique people”, a people who “developed a language peculiarly their own, and 
two astonishing modern laws: the first, that all women were entitled to vote on an equal footing with 
men; and the second, that all children must be schooled”. They came, all 194, a self-governing community 
with their own language, laws, traditions and culture.  
 
Dr McCullough Robinson further writes - “In 1993 the Norfolk Islanders of Pitcairn stock declared 
themselves indigenous to Norfolk Island as a homeland, and were accepted into the indigenous 
community at Geneva”. Subsequently, UNESCO recognised the official Norfolk Island language (Norf’k) as 
a full and distinct language in its own right, including it in the UNESCO Atlas of the Word’s Languages in 
Danger in 2008 
 
Prime Minister, I am moved to write to you in my capacity of Minister with responsibility for culture and 
heritage in the Norfolk Island Government to express a deep disappointment at the apparent lack of 
understanding and acknowledgement by the Australian Government in their current deliberations on the 
future governance of Norfolk Island that this tiny ”mote in the vastness of the Pacific’s eye” continues 
today to be the homeland of the descendants of the original settlers who relocated to Norfolk Island from 
Pitcairn Island in June 1856.   
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The apparent lack of respect being shown to the people of Norfolk Island of Pitcairn descent is distressing 
to many here on the island who have voiced their deep concerns to me that yet again they are being 
threatened with the loss of self-government (as happened to the Pitcairn community on Norfolk Island in 
1896) and a lack of a codified recognition of them as a people going forward. Under proposals now put 
forward by your government, they once again face the loss of self-government together with abolition of 
the Norfolk Island Legislative Assembly, democratic institutions which were hard-won in 1979. 
 
I feel confident Prime Minister that you will understand the distress being experienced today, thirty five 
years later, when yet again there are moves being made to remove self government from the 
descendants of the settlers from Pitcairn Island and to replace the Island’s Parliament with a “local 
Government type body, such as a Norfolk Island Regional Council” (Refer Fact Sheet 2 December 2014 
from the Australian Government Department of Infrastructure and Regional Development); with the 
consequent transfer of a considerable amount of power to the Administrator and Canberra Departmental 
staff, all unelected representatives, to govern important aspects of Norfolk Island.  It is understood that 
the Norfolk Island Government’s preferred territory model of self governance is not being considered in 
the reform process. 
 
Prime Minister, it needs to be understood that Norfolk Island has a unique cultural heritage, which 
underlies the strength of our community resilience, our economy and, amongst others, is a major part of 
our tourism appeal. Any economic development strategy that disempowers our community heritage is a 
high risk gamble. To decide on our governance model therefore, without reference to an agreed 
economic development strategy, is fraught with danger of economic collapse. 
 
Prime Minister, the Commonwealth took away our fishing rights some years ago and now seems unwilling 
to allow us to develop a medical cannabis industry on the Island as the basis of reinvigorating our 
economic base. What economic strategies does your government propose to replace this loss of 
sovereignty? 
 
One relatively straightforward option would be to allow Norfolk Island to establish its own export fishing 
industry within a defined coastal zone equivalent to a limited Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). I note that 
the viability of the Falkland Islands has been greatly improved since it was allowed fishing access to its 
own EEZ. Prime Minister, I strongly believe that artificial restrictions such as the denial of an export fishing 
zone to Norfolk Island are the main hurdle to us achieving economic sustainability, not any failings of self 
governance. Since your government has a welcome focus on reducing red tape and unnecessary 
regulation, the greatest contribution you could make to our future viability would be to remove the 
barriers to innovation, free trade and investment which limit our ability to diversify and strengthen our 
economy. 
 
Prime Minister, the Speaker of the Norfolk Island Parliament and the Chief Minister of the Norfolk Island 
Government last October delivered to the Australian Federal Parliament a petition from in excess of 700 
residents and descendants of the original settlers of Pitcairn Island requesting that before any change to 
governance arrangements for Norfolk Island, established by the Norfolk Island Act 1979 of the 
Commonwealth, that the residents of Norfolk Island have the right to be provided the facts and consulted 
by referendum or plebiscite and have a democratic say on the future model of governance for Norfolk 
Island before any proposed changes are voted on by the Federal Parliament. This message is consistent 
with the unanimous decision taken by the Norfolk Island Parliament on 20 August 2014 that before any 
change to Norfolk Island’s model of governance is made; the Norfolk Island community should be given an 
opportunity at referendum or plebiscite to express its views.   
 
Any referendum/plebiscite should have independent oversight to ensure an unbiased outcome and that 
an appropriate institution outside of Australia and Norfolk Island provide that independence to ensure 
that the culture, traditions, language and rights of the Pitcairn descendants on Norfolk Island are fully 
acknowledged and protected. I understand that this procedure was followed in Cocos Island, and to be 
consistent it should also apply to Norfolk Island. 
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Prime Minister, it would be highly regrettable if your government was to become the first since 
federation - and probably the first in the British Commonwealth - to abolish a democratically elected 
parliament, not because of failures of governance but instead because of a perceived need to strengthen 
the Norfolk Island economy. There is no logical or practical connection between economic sustainability 
and the removal of democracy. 
 
Prime Minister we have reached an impasse in negotiations between the Commonwealth Government 
and the Norfolk Island Government and the way needs to be found as a matter of urgency to bring our 
two governments back to the negotiating table. In this regard I invite you to read the attached article 
“Norfolk Island and the Commonwealth of Australia: Bridging the Divide” published some months back in 
The Parliamentarian of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association.   
 
I urge you Prime Minister to bring the foregoing concerns from the Norfolk Island community and in 
particular from the descendants of the original settlers from Pitcairn Island, to the attention of your 
Cabinet so that Norfolk Islanders can be assured of a “Fair Go for Norfolk Island”. 
 
Please do not simply refer this letter to your Assistant Minister for Infrastructure and Regional 
Development as has been done by you and other Members of the Australian Government when we have 
written on issues of concern because the Norfolk Island Government does not receive the courtesy of a 
substantive reply to its concerns. 
 

Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
 

Robin Adams 
Minister for Cultural Heritage and Community Services 

 
 
The Hon Warren Truss MP 
Deputy Prime Minister 
Minister for Infrastructure and Regional Development 
Parliament House 
Canberra 
 
The Hon Bill Shorten MP 
Leader of the Opposition 
Parliament House 
Canberra   ACT  2601 
 

 

 


