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ITEM 3.1 CELEBRATING THE 50TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE 1967 
REFERENDUM 

FILE NO: X009272.001 

MINUTE BY THE LORD MAYOR 

To Council: 

National Reconciliation Week occurs annually from 27 May to 3 June. The two dates mark 
significant moments in Australia’s history – 27 May is the anniversary of the 1967 
referendum and 3 June is the anniversary of the High Court Mabo decision. 2017 marks 
the 50th anniversary of the 1967 referendum and the 25th anniversary of the Mabo decision. 

In 1957, Sydney Town Hall hosted a public meeting convened by the Aboriginal-Australian 
Fellowship. Lady Jessie Street had proposed that constitutional change was a means to 
improve the living conditions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander peoples. Over 1,500 
people attended and a petition was launched for a referendum to amend the constitution. 

Over the following decade, the likes of Faith Bandler, Pearl Gibbs, Pastor Doug Nicholls, 
Harriett Ellis and Chicka Dixon campaigned for the ‘yes’ vote. The campaigners also rallied 
the support of the major political parties, the unions and the churches. Sydney was home 
to countless demonstrations that gathered public support for the campaign.  

On Saturday 27 May in 1967, 90.77 per cent of Australians voted ‘yes’ to include Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples in the census and empower the Australian Government 
to make laws for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. This was the result of 
decades of campaigning by organisations such as the Federal Council for the 
Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders. The success of the referendum is 
testament to the relentless pursuit by community campaigners to unite Australia. I am 
proud of the role Sydney played in this remarkable and pivotal time in Australia’s history. 

The success of the referendum displayed the best natures of the Australian people, but 
also marked a new beginning in the vital work of reconciliation. The City is actively 
committed to this work. In 2005, Council adopted the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Protocols, and Principles of Cooperation with the Metropolitan Land Council the following 
year. We have established an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Advisory Panel and we 
continue to deliver the Eora Journey and our Innovate Reconciliation Action Plan to 
strengthen relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians and to 
celebrate the oldest living cultures of the First Nations Peoples of Sydney. 

We continue to mark significant events for the Aboriginal communities and, on 13 February 
2008, hosted a telecast at Redfern Community Centre of the Prime Minister’s apology to 
the stolen generations, as recommended by the Bringing Them Home Report. This year’s 
National Sorry Day on 26 May will mark the 20th anniversary of this report. 

The theme for National Reconciliation Week this year is ‘Let’s Take the Next Steps’. These 
anniversaries remind us of what has been achieved and that more needs to be done. 

The City will celebrate the 50th anniversary of the 1967 referendum and other significant 
events in the following ways: 
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• an exhibition called Count Us Together that honours and celebrates the Sydney history 
of the ‘yes’ campaigners. This will be displayed on Level 1 of Customs House and 
Redfern Community Centre from 25 May to 30 July 2017; 

• Reconciliation Australia and Gadigal Information Services are hosting a gala dinner at 
Sydney Town Hall to celebrate the anniversary of the referendum on Thursday 1 June 
2017. The City has approved a venue support grant for the event. Tickets for a table 
of 10 are available for organisations to purchase for $6,000 (plus GST). Community 
members and small organisations may also purchase tickets for $50 each; 

• Redfern Community Centre’s National Reconciliation Week program includes: 

o Sorry Day morning tea on 26 May 2017; 

o Elder’s dinner in collaboration with community organisations to commemorate the 
50th anniversary of the referendum on Saturday 27 May 2017; 

o screening of the documentary Vote Yes For Aborigines on 30 May 2017; and 

o Mabo Yarn on Saturday 3 June 2017 from 10am to 12.30pm to celebrate the legacy 
of Eddie Mabo and the significance of the High Court’s Mabo decision; 

• the lawn library pop-up at Sydney Writers Festival will feature the City’s Koori 
Collection and activities that commemorate the referendum anniversary. This will take 
place from 25 May to 28 May 2017 at Pier 4 and 5 at the Sydney Writers’ Festival hub; 

• through our grants program, the City supports the Annual Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Veterans and Services Association Commemoration Service on 26 May 2017 
in Hyde Park; 

• every year the City participates in the Pauline McLeod Awards for Reconciliation as 
part of our membership to the Eastern Regional Local Government Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Forum. This year, the awards will be held on 26 May 2017 at 
Bondi Pavilion and follow on from Culture by the Sea, which highlighted these 
significant anniversaries with an earth oven on Boondi Boondi (Bondi Beach); 

• Sydney Town Hall will be lit up in the colours of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
flags during National Reconciliation Week; and 

• National Reconciliation Week banners will fly throughout the city. 

I would like to acknowledge the ongoing work of the City of Sydney in our reconciliation 
journey. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 

It is resolved that Council: 

(A) acknowledge the significance of this year’s National Reconciliation Week 
anniversaries; 

(B) acknowledge the 50th anniversary of the 1967 referendum and pay respect to the 
people who led the campaign; 
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(C) approve the purchase of two tables at a total cost of $12,000 (plus GST) to the 50th 
anniversary of the 1967 referendum celebratory dinner at Sydney Town Hall (with 
funds sourced from CEO Contingency). These 20 places will be for Councillors, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Advisory Panel members and community 
partners and members to attend; and 

(D) note the activities planned by the City to celebrate these important milestones. 

 

COUNCILLOR CLOVER MOORE 
Lord Mayor 




