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“It is precious to have something like that plaited hair, found on our country,
and then have further testing link it back to the Kurrama people. It’s
something to be proud of, but it’s also sad. Its resting place for 4,000 years is
no longer there.”

a

Hayes said the site had been used as a campsite by Kurrama moving through
the area, including in the memory of some elders.

“We want to do the same, we want to show the next generation,” he said.
“Now, if this site has been destroyed, then we can tell them stories but we
can’t show them photographs or take them out there to stand at the rock
shelter and say: this is where your ancestors lived, starting 46,000 years
ago.”
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O The cave in Juukan Gorge that was blasted. It is the only inland site in Australia to show signs of
continual human occupation through the last Ice Age. Photograph: The Puutu Kunti Kurrama and
Pinikura Aboriginal Corporation.

The Aboriginal Heritage Act has been up for review, in some form, since
2012. Draft legislation put forward by the former Liberal government in 2014
was rejected after even a National party MP argued it was unfair to
traditional owners and did not allow for adequate consultation.

Rewriting the act was listed as a priority for Labor before their election win
in 2017, and last month WA’s Aboriginal affairs minister Ben Wyatt pushed
back the final consultation on his draft bill until later this year due to the
coronavirus pandemic.

The new legislation will provide options to appeal or amend agreements to
allow for the destruction of heritage sites, Wyatt said. He wasn’t aware of the
risk to the Juukan site, or its destruction, until Monday.

“It will provide for agreements between traditional owners and proponents
to include a process to consider new information that may come to light, and
allow the parties to be able to amend the agreements by mutual consent,” he
said. “The legislation will also provide options for appeal should either party
not be compliant with the agreement.”

In its submission to the legislative review, Rio Tinto said it was broadly
supportive of the proposed reform but that consent orders granted under the
current system should be carried over, and that rights of appeal should be
fixed, not broad or subject to extensions, lest it “prolong approvals or
appeals processes at a critical point in the project.”

A spokesman from Rio Tinto said the company had a relationship with the
Puutu Kunti Kurrama and Pinikura people dating back three decades, “and
we have been working together in relation to the Juukan area over the past
17 years”.

“Rio Tinto has worked constructively together with the PKKP People on a
range of heritage matters and has, where practicable, modified its operations
to avoid heritage impacts and to protect places of cultural significance to the
group,” the company said.
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