The NAIDOC theme for 2015 is ‘We all Stand on Sacred Ground.’ It highlights the connections
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have to country. Across the world, the names we give
a place can represent history, culture and identity.
To celebrate the NAIDOC theme, we’re exploring Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander place names
that have been part of Australia for thousands of years, and asking ‘what’s in a name?’

Did you know?






The name ‘Canberra’ came from a local Aboriginal name for the area. It was first recorded
as 'Kamberra' or 'Kambery', and then named Canberra in 1913 when it became the capital.1
Tasmania has dual named a number of natural features like kanamaluka / River Tamar and
truwana / Cape Barren Island.2
Since 1992 naming authorities have been encouraged by governments to use Aboriginal
place names to acknowledge their importance.
Bennelong Point, the site of Sydney Opera House was known as ‘Dubbagullee’ by local
Aboriginal people..3
In the 1970s the Yolngu people responded to the arrival of English road signs by stating
“This place already has a name”. 4

What’s in a name?
You might have heard of the co-naming of Mt Panorama /
Wahluu and kunanyi / Mount Wellington with their
traditional Aboriginal names. Using traditional place
names acknowledges and shows respect for the
Traditional Owners of Country and their relationship to an
area. It celebrates Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
cultures, languages and histories and can help to build
respectful relationships between government, visitors and
local communities. What do you think? What’s in a name?
Find out more here.
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Starting a trend…
One of the best known traditional names in Australia is Uluṟu. In 1993, the iconic landmark
became the first in the Northern Territory to be dual named. Officially it became ‘Ayres Rock /
Uluṟu’ and is written that way on signs, maps and other materials. This change led to a wave of
dual naming across Australia.
Uluṟu is the name given to the landmark by the Aṉangu people who have been caretakers of the
site for 30,000 years. Despite, Uluṟu being named ‘Ayres Rock’ by explorer William Gosse, the
Aṉangu people have continued to refer to it as Uluṟu. The surrounding Uluṟu-Kata Tjuṯa National
Park was handed back to the Aṉangu in 1985 and this year we celebrate 30 years since the
handback. It took until 1993 for the official dual naming of Uluṟu. From 1993 until 2002 Uluṟu
was officially known as ‘Ayres Rock / Uluṟu’ before it was changed to ‘Uluṟu / Ayres Rock’ to
recognise the significance of the Aṉangu name.
The change in the official name of Uluṟu led to broader acceptance of the recognition of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander language place names and cultures. It has led to interest in
cultural activities at or around Uluṟu, and fostered greater understanding of Aṉangu culture and
history. You can find more information on the Uluṟu-Kata Tjuṯa National Park here.
Some statistics…


Many of the 274 Torres Strait Islands are known by
their traditional and European names. This includes
Coconut Island (Poruma), Darnley Island (Erub),
Mabuiag (Jervis Island). 5



There are 100s of dual named places in New
Zealand. The dual naming process began in the
1920s and continues to this day. The Māori name is
usually used first, for example, Aoraki / Mount Cook.6

Take action…







Learn some of the stories and traditional names of the sacred ground you live on.
Find out the meaning of dual named places in your area and their significance.
Contact your local council to see what their policy is on dual names.
Find out if there are any dual naming movements happening in your area.
Campaign for the Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander names of significant landmarks in your
community to be recognised.
Participate in the annual NAIDOC week activities around the country.
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