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Australian Communities: Torres Strait Islander People

Australia has two Indigenous Peoples, Aboriginal Australians and Torres
Strait Islanders.

Torres Strait Islanders come from the islands of the Torres Strait that
separates the Australian mainland at Cape York from Papua New Guinea.
The Strait was named after Luis Vaez de Torres, a Spanish adventurer
who visited the area in 1606. The Torres Strait Islands became part of
Queensland by an Act of Parliament in 1879.

There are over 100 islands in the Torres Strait of which 17 are inhabited
by 20 communities each with their own local council. The islands are
scattered over an area of 48,000 square kilometres. At its most
northern point, Saibai Island is 3.73 kilometres from the Papua New
Guinea mainland and from the edge of the Torres region to Indonesia is
73.5km making it the only part of Australia to share a border with a
neighbouring country.

The traditional people of Torres Strait are of Melanesian origin and have
occupied the islands for many thousands of years. The Islanders speak
two distinct languages. In the Eastern Islands (Erub, Mer and Ugar) the
traditional language is Meriam Mir, while the Western and Central Island
groups speak either Kala Lagaw Ya or Kala Kawa Ya, which are dialects
of the same language. Since European contact a Torres Strait Creole,
Broken, has evolved from the nineteenth century pidgin English of the
southwest Pacific and is now common throughout the islands.

There are now approximately 6,000 Torres Strait Islanders living in the
Torres Strait region and another 37,000 outside the region, mainly in
the coastal towns of north Queensland, particularly in Townsville and
Cairns. Torres Strait Islanders have a strong sense of attachment to
their homeland and those who live on the mainland return regularly for
social and family occasions.

Although they have had long-standing contact with the Aboriginal
Australians in the south and Melanesians to the north, the Islanders are
a distinct people with their own culture and identity. This has now been
recognised officially and the Islanders in the Torres Strait and on the
mainland have their own voice in national affairs. The Torres Strait
Regional Authority (TSRA) has also been established to represent the
interests of the Torres Strait Islanders in the Torres Strait.

The Torres Strait Islanders are a sea-faring people, travelling long
distances in search of turtles and dugong and trading with other islands
and villages on the Papuan coast. The sustainable commercial
exploitation of marine resources is considered crucial to employment
and economic development in the region. Sharing regional responsibility
for the management of these fisheries is therefore a primary cultural
and economic goal of Torres Strait Islanders. As well as maintaining



their distinct culture, Torres Strait Islanders have made an important
contribution to Australia's economic development in the pearling
industry, the building of railways, the sugar industry, tourism, arts and
culture.

Torres Strait Islanders are predominantly practising Christians having
accepted the teachings of missionaries from the London Missionary
Society and blended them with their traditional culture and zogo beliefs.
The Coming of the Light festival, held each year, marks the day the
London Missionary Society first arrived in Torres Strait. The missionaries
landed at Erub Island on 1 July 1871. This is a significant day for Torres
Strait Islanders and religious and cultural ceremonies across Torres
Strait and mainland Australia are held on this day. Another important
festival for Torres Strait Islanders is Tombstone Opening which is the
culmination of a grieving and healing process after the death of a loved
one.

Torres Strait was the first place in Australia where native title was
recognised through the historic High Court decision on Mer Island in
1992 and this is commemorated each year on Mabo Day. The name of
Eddie Koki Mabo is synonymous with native title rights. In 1982 along
with four fellow Murray Islanders, he instituted a claim in the High Court
for native title to the Murray Islands within Torres Strait. The court
found that the Meriam people were "entitled as against the whole world
to possession, occupation, use and enjoyment of the lands in the Murray
Islands." The decision overturned a legal fiction that Australia was Terra
Nullius (a land belonging to no-one) at the time of colonisation.

Torres Strait Islanders have their own flag which is emblazoned with a
white Dari (headdress), a symbol of Torres Strait Islanders. The white
five pointed star beneath it symbolises the five major island groups and
the navigational importance of stars to these seafaring people. The
green stripes represent the land, the black stripes represent the people,
and the blue the sea. The flag as a whole symbolises the unity of all
Torres Strait Islanders.
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