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The Promised Land 
 
    Jeff McMullen 
 
Indigenous people around the world and indeed the entire human family stand at a 
crossroads.  
 
It is not only the painful choice of which direction might overcome the current global 
economic crisis in a world interconnected by materialism and massive debt. It is a 
choice of whether our species will endure as sentient custodians of the earth. 
 
The question I ask you is which way to the Promised Land? At this crossroads, what 
direction will allow First Nations people to maintain the knowledge system on which 
not only the tenure of their lands is dependent, but perhaps the fate of our species.  
 
As I warned over a decade ago in my book, A LIFE OF EXTREMES, there is clear 
evidence that our world is now in the midst of its 6th mass extinction of species.  
 
“By 2100 one third of all living species may be gone. Watch the birds now on the 
wing because of the extant 10,000 species, 7000 are in drastic decline. Take a long 
walk through a forest and take a deep drink on its beauty because up to 50,000 of the 
world’s 250,000 kinds of plants are expected to disappear over the next few decades. 
….As bad as it is now, it can get much worse.” 
 
I am not revelling in catastrophe theory. Species extinction is a fact of life few of us 
want to face. We humans are the most terrifying predator ever to walk the earth, a 
species of natural born killers driving the destruction of life and habitat. 
 
As a foreign correspondent, writer and filmmaker, I have seen the unforgettable 
beauty, stunning diversity and surprise in nature. I realise that we are still 
‘discovering’ new wonders, even many species that have escaped our eyes until now. 
But the evidence is overwhelming that there is an extraordinary struggle for life 
underway. 
 
We are at war with one another and the earth itself. Most of the thirty odd wars I have 
witnessed have been the result of critical pressures caused by a desperate contest for 
the most essential life supporting resources.  
 
Already water is drying up for over half a billion people. A billion more are hungry. 
A loss of arable land and of forests is feeding the growing risk of future wars over 
water, fuel and food. The unprecedented flood of people crossing borders, thirty 
million or more, is another sign of the dangers ahead. 
 
After travelling the world for over half a century I see a clear pattern. The traditional 
custodianship practiced by Indigenous people for tens of thousands of years has been 
undermined by a development argument that says we must rapidly exploit the earth’s 
resources to support a global population that will swell to 8 billion by 2025.  
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By midway through this century our species will reach a predicted peak of about 10 
billion. Our appetite and our growth is nothing less than astonishing.  
 
British earth scientist, Norman Myers, calculates that since the end of World War II 
we have devoured more raw materials than all of our ancestors combined.  
 
Australians as a whole are mesmerised by our mining boom, convinced that being a 
quarry for China and other hungry nations will ensure our prosperity. Across the Top 
End of Australia giant machines scrape the red dirt country for bauxite, iron ore, coal 
and uranium. So far there is simply no evidence that the current approach to mining in 
Australia has transformed the poverty or disadvantage of our half a million Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people. 
  
In a nation where citizens do not own the sub-soil rights to minerals, Australia’s 
Indigenous people have been denied the control and the full value of most of their 
lands.  
 
Despite the Australian government’s enthusiasm for the commodities boom that has 
minimized the impact of the global financial crisis so far, few Australians realise that 
just 9.2% of our gross domestic product comes from mining and it hires just 1.9% of 
the workforce. 
 
The long-term benefits of mining to Aboriginal people are highly questionable. The 
usual pattern is that local housing and food prices go up and only the fly-in and fly-
out workforce can afford the steeper cost of living.  
 
A balanced conclusion is that the wealth of Aboriginal lands so far has had an 
important role in keeping our nation strong as others have faltered but Aboriginal 
people have been the last to derive any benefit. 
  
In fact, the rush to exploit Australia’s mineral riches, which are buried largely on 
Aboriginal lands, is dividing citizens, whole communities, corporations, 
environmentalists and even brothers.  
 
In the Kimberley and Pilbara regions of Western Australia, across the Northern 
Territory, on Cape York in Queensland and in parts of New South Wales and South 
Australia, it is painful to watch the divide and conquer tactics of governments and 
mining companies.  
 
Aboriginal Lands Councils and even extended families are arguing bitterly over 
whether to take the payoff from mining or try to preserve the land and the natural 
systems that support all life on Earth. Some Aboriginal elders question whether these 
choices will ever be compatible but others believe the Traditional Owners must strike 
the best bargain possible. 
 
Across the world I have seen up close the impact of this awesome harvest of natural 
resources in the First Nations of North America, in parts of Central America, in the 
Amazon and other Indigenous lands down the chain of the Andes Mountains. Mineral 
wealth clearly has been both a blessing and a curse.  
 



 3 

I have witnessed the long-term health damage caused by uranium mining on Navajo 
lands, the pollution from coal mining, the scarring of the land and loss of habitat for 
other species. This is a global pattern. 
 
In Papua New Guinea many decades ago I saw the river systems and villages that had 
borne the brunt of reckless mining. In West Papua, more recently, where the Freeport 
mine has sliced off the top of a whole mountain, Indonesian soldiers murdered the 
Indigenous independence leaders who appeared to stand in the way of this golden El 
Dorado. As one of the mine bosses said to me, “How could anyone oppose a hole in 
the ground that provides half of Indonesia’s Gross National Product?” 
It is this logic that endangers our species. 
 
I say we are at the crossroads because some of the latest mining proposals are so vast 
they will set the pattern well into the future for a new era of mineral exploitation of 
Aboriginal lands and coastal waters. 52 kilometres north of Broome in Western 
Australia, at an Aboriginal place called Walmaden or James Price Point as it is named 
on the government’s maps, here Woodside Petroleum and its multinational partners, 
are grinding ahead on the largest single industrial development ever proposed in 
Australia, a  $31 billion (Aust.) liquefied natural gas precinct.  
 
The plan is to build a vast industrial hub to process a huge natural gas find in this part 
of the Southern Ocean. The Traditional Owners of the land, the Goolarabooloo and 
Jabirr Jabirr Aboriginal people, have been divided over whether this industrial 
development should go ahead. After Western Australia’s, State Premier, Colin 
Barnett, threatened compulsory acquisition of the land, it was clear many Aboriginal 
people felt powerless to stop the clearing of their land and the Kimberley Land 
Council voted 164 to 108 in favour of the gas hub.  
 
When one leading Aboriginal lawman, Joseph Roe, objected to developing the gas 
hub on unspoiled land, he soon found he was removed as a Native Title claimant.  
One of the major concerns is the likely social impact this massive new development 
might have, with up to 8000 construction workers and later a permanent industrial 
workforce descending on the much-loved multicultural community of Broome and the 
smaller Aboriginal settlements. 
 
Some claim a better option is an off shore floating gas hub to load directly the 
thousands of tankers that will arrive here. Piping the gas to existing processing 
facilities further south in the Pilbara region was another option reported to be more 
favoured by some of Woodside’s partners which include BHP Billiton, Chevron, 
Shell and BP. Their concerns include having four long oil pipelines and four long gas 
pipelines strung out across a soft seabed and whether this could prove a serious and 
costly environmental risk. BP must still be highly nervous after its disastrous spill in 
the Gulf of Mexico. 
 
The Kimberley coast is a nursery for humpback whales, snub-nosed dolphins and five 
species of turtles that enjoy the coral reefs and these azure waters. So while the 
government says that this is a once in a lifetime boom for Australians, created by 
China’s extraordinary growth, this issue has brought Aboriginal people to a 
crossroads as they weigh up a sometimes desperate and agonizing decision over how 
to keep control of their sacred entitlement. 



 4 

It was this challenge that shaped the thinking of the former CEO of the Kimberley 
Land Council, Wayne Bergmann. As an Aboriginal lawyer, he looked at the white 
feller law and argued that it was imperative for Aboriginal people to unify and strike 
the best long- term agreement. This, he said, could provide investment, employment, 
education and better housing over a possible three decades the gas project might last.  
But Bergmann also has warned Government that there must be strong guarantees that 
the development will not have harmful impact on the social wellbeing of the 
community. 
 
Nolan Hunter, new CEO of the Kimberley Land Council, believes that if Aboriginal 
people can be included in ranger programs, carbon capture schemes and a long-term 
program of land management, they will look after the land and benefit from 
Woodside’s promise of $1.5 billion in benefits over the next 30 years.  
 
Joseph Roe, whose late father guided so many others towards an appreciation of the 
long- term responsibilities of Aboriginal Custodianship, is determined to keep 
fighting the gas processing development. A Broome Traditional owner, Neil 
McKenzie, co-chairs the Save the Kimberley campaign, and is now backed by many 
locals and a growing number of people across Australia.  For well over 100 days 
protesters have tried demonstrations and roadblocks to slow the machines moving 
pass the new  ‘Tent Embassy’ set up by the Aboriginal people. At times the insults 
have been flying. Yes it has come to this. 
 
What lies ahead for the Kimberley coast? You will have to imagine a scene like 
something out of the movie, Avatar. Monster earthmovers will clear 25 square 
kilometres of trees, hardy scrub and monsoonal rain forest. That will disappear to 
make way for the steel tangle of the processing plant. Next a breakwater will be 
constructed for up to seven kilometres into the sea and then dredging will begin of 21 
million tonnes of seabed. As we wander this part of the West Australian coastline that 
still has Aboriginal sacred sites, burial places, magnificent rock art and the largest 
chain of fossilized dinosaur footprints in the world, we can expect to see the proposed 
gas processing plant pumping an estimated 30 billion litres of effluent into the azure 
ocean every year. It will soon be a marine dead zone.   
 
This is not only Australia’s crossroads. We are at the crossroads as a species, a human 
family. Are we willing to find the balance of responsibility?  Surely we need to be 
guided by the wisdom of the elders, Indigenous knowledge, the world’s most enduring 
earth science. 
 
Aboriginal people have always prized knowledge of the inter-connectedness of all life 
and a deep understanding of the environment. Indigenous Culture developed rules that 
have looked after the land, in the case of Australia’s Aboriginal people, for 60,000 
years or more.  
 
The driving principle of enlightened Custodianship is not maximum production, but 
maximum sustained yield for all generations to come. 
 
We must act wisely now for future generations to exist. 
 
Address to World Indigenous Business Forum. New York. October 4th 2011.  


