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Empowering language in our culture for our future.

Participation in the revitalisation and maintenance of traditional languages can take many forms and include everyone 

from individuals and communities to Government. By signing up to the Torres Strait Traditional Languages Charter, you 

pledge to participate in the revitalisation and maintenance of traditional languages in the Torres Strait region according 

to the levels set out below. You can choose the level that suits you – level 1 is the basic level through to level 4 which is 

aspirational and harder to achieve. You might start at one of the lower levels and, over time, move up to another level.

Introduce children 

at an early age,

as well as other 

family members,

to traditional 

languages 

through kinship.

Include traditional 

languages as

a means of 

communication

at home, family 

gatherings, 

ceremonies and 

celebrations.

Use traditional 

languages for 

communication

in the home and 

community.

Traditional 

language is 

spoken in 

everyday living.

Implement policy that 

only identified Torres 

Strait and Aboriginal 

people can teach 

traditional languages; 

and cultural awareness 

training for all other 

staff (Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous).

Deliver traditional 

languages learning

for students in their 

dialect.

Adopt traditional 

language immersion 

education as a priority.

At least 50% of 

curriculum/academic 

content taught through 

traditional languages.

The Torres Strait region is the home of two traditional 

languages and six dialects:

• Meriam Mir – Mer dialect and Erub dialect

• Kala Lagaw Ya – Kulkalgau Ya, Kalaw Kawaw Ya,

 Kawrareg dialect and Mabuyag dialect

These are all recognised as severely and critically endangered languages by the 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), the 

United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, the Australian 

Commonwealth Government and Torres Strait communities. 

Supporting the promotion, revitalisation and maintenance of traditional languages 

in the Torres Strait region is everyone’s responsibility - from the home, schools and 

community organisations to church groups, businesses and governments.

We also recognise the traditional languages of all Aboriginal peoples living within 

the Northern Peninsula Area and Torres Strait region of Australia.

The rich cultural practices, knowledge systems and cultural expressions 
of Torres Strait and Aboriginal people are a source of great strength, 
resilience and pride. Traditional languages are inextricably linked to 
culture and as such these two important aspects of heritage cannot be 
considered in isolation.

HOME &
COMMUNITY EDUCATION CHURCH

GROUPS
NGO’s
(ARTS & COMMUNITY
ORGANISATIONS)

BUSINESS GOVERNMENTS

Purpose of the 
Charter
The Torres Strait Traditional Languages 

Charter (the Charter) recognises the 

aspirations and priorities of Torres Strait 

and Aboriginal people regarding the future 

of traditional languages and culture.

It provides a way for everyone to actively 

contribute to the revitalisation and 

maintenance of the traditional languages in 

the Torres Strait in big and small ways. It is a 

practical guide to identifying varying levels of 

participation and commitment – from the 

home to the workplace.
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In partnership with 

NGO and Business. 

Provide funding and 

resources to support 

the promotion, 

revitalisation and 

maintenance of 

traditional languages.

In partnership with 

NGO and Business. 

Implementation of 

traditional language 

targets in policies, 

plans and strategies.

In partnership with 

NGO and Business. 

Cultural ratification 

group to ratify 

Government policy on 

local Lore and Kastom.

In partnership with 

NGO and Business. 

Active participation in 

and accountability for 

traditional language 

revitalisation and 

maintenance.

Promote

the use of 

traditional 

languages 

for personal 

worship.

Use 

traditional 

languages 

for parts of 

services/

worship.

Conduct 

some or 

special 

services in 

traditional 

languages.

Conduct all 

services in 

traditional 

languages.

Proactive 

participation

in traditional 

languages and 

cultural events.

Promote services 

and programs

in traditional 

languages 

(poster / leaflets 

/ website).

Commitment to 

learning and 

using traditional 

languages within 

the organisation.

All programs 

and services

are available

in traditional 

languages.

In partnership

with NGO.

Actively include 

traditional 

languages and 

implement cultural 

safety in the 

workplace.

In partnership

with NGO.

Advertising, business 

signage, business 

cards etc. in 

traditional language.

Provide sponsorship 

of traditional 

language programs.

In partnership

with NGO. 

Introduction of 

workplace policy 

that promotes

and advocates 

traditional language 

use in the 

workplace. 

In partnership

with NGO.

Traditional 

language is a 

recognised form

of business 

communication.



Empowering language in our culture for our future.

Statement of Commitment

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples

Article 13
1. Indigenous peoples have the right to revitalise, use, develop 

and transmit to future generations their histories, languages, oral 

traditions, philosophies, writing systems and literatures, and to 

designate and retain their own names for communities, places

and persons.

2. States shall take effective measures to ensure this right

is protected and also to ensure that Indigenous peoples can 

understand and be understood in political, legal and 

administrative proceedings, where necessary through the

provision of interpretation or by other appropriate means.

Article 14
1. Indigenous peoples have the right to establish and control their 

educational systems and institutions providing education in their 

own languages, in a manner appropriate to their cultural methods 

of teaching and learning.

2. Indigenous individuals, particularly children, have the right to all 

levels and forms of education of the State without discrimination.

3. States shall, in conjunction with Indigenous peoples, take 

effective measures, in order for Indigenous individuals, particularly 

children, including those living outside their communities, to have 

access, when possible, to an education in their own culture and 

provided in their own language.

Article 16
1. Indigenous peoples have the right to establish their own media 

in their own languages and to have access to all forms of non-

Indigenous media without discrimination.

2. States shall take effective measures to ensure that State-owned 

media duly reflect Indigenous cultural diversity. States, without 

prejudice to ensuring full freedom of expression, should 

encourage privately-owned media to adequately reflect Indigenous 

cultural diversity.

1. Traditional languages and culture are inseparable,

 intertwined and interrelated.

2. Traditional languages are an integral part of our culture

 and identity and we have the right to own, control, protect 

 and interpret our traditional language, culture and identity.

3. Individuals and communities have the sovereign right to

 self-determination in their cultural heritage and to work 

 collaboratively for the best interest of the region.

4. Traditional languages and culture are everyone’s 

 responsibility to maintain.

5. Traditional languages and cultural knowledge exist in

 kinship and connect people to spirituality, the land, sea

 and sky environment.

6. Free, prior informed consent for collection, recording and 

 use of traditional languages and culture should be sought 

 from Torres Strait and Aboriginal people, who have the 

 right to be attributed and share in the benefits of use of 

 their culture.

7. Traditional languages connect, heal, empower and 

 strengthen well-being.

The fundamental right of Torres Strait 
and Aboriginal people to revitalise, 
maintain and communicate in traditional 
languages is specifically underpinned by 
the following international declarations.

The following principles should be considered holistically when considering traditional 
languages spoken in the Torres Strait region.

All Torres Strait and Aboriginal peoples with a connection to the Torres Strait
have a sovereign and human right to practice culture through the use of traditional 
languages in private and public life. Through the Charter, we recognise that we all 
have a role to play in the revitalisation and maintenance of the traditional 
languages and dialects of the Torres Strait.

We are committed to supporting Torres Strait and Aboriginal peoples to speak and 
use traditional languages on a daily basis for culture, well-being and spirit.

Article 31
1. Indigenous peoples have the right to maintain, control, protect 

and develop their cultural heritage, traditional knowledge and 

traditional cultural expressions, as well as the manifestations of 

their sciences, technologies and cultures, including human and 

genetic resources, seeds, medicines, knowledge of the properties 

of fauna and flora, oral traditions, literatures, designs, sports and 

traditional games and visual and performing arts. They also have 

the right to maintain, control, protect and develop their intellectual 

property over such cultural heritage, traditional knowledge, and 

traditional cultural expressions.

2. In conjunction with Indigenous people, States shall take effective 

measures to recognize and protect the exercise of these rights.

UNESCO Universal Declaration on Linguistic Rights

Considering that invasion, colonisation, occupation and other 

instances of political, economic or social subordination often 

involve the direct imposition of a foreign language or, at the very 

least, distort perceptions of the value of languages and give rise to 

hierarchical linguistic attitudes which undermine the language 

loyalty of speakers; and considering that the languages of some 

peoples which have attained sovereignty are consequently 

immersed in a process of language substitution as a result of a 

policy which favours the language of former colonial or imperial 

powers.

In the belief that a Universal Declaration on Linguistic Rights is 

required in order to correct linguistic imbalances with a view to 

ensuring the respect and full development of all languages and 

establishing the principles for a just and equitable linguistic peace 

throughout the world as a key factor in the maintenance of 

harmonious social relations.

All articles in the Universal Declaration on Linguistic Rights are 

specifically relevant to this Charter.

Other relevant international declarations include:

• United Nations Declaration of Human Rights.

• United Nations International Covenant on Civil and

 Political Rights.

• UNESCO Convention on the Protection and Promotion

 of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions.

• UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible 

 Cultural Heritage.

• UNESCO Convention Against Discrimination in Education. 

• United Nations Declaration of the Rights of the Child.

8. The authenticity and integrity of traditional languages and cultural 

 knowledge, lore and kastom must be protected by cultural protocols 

 and intellectual property laws, or by specific purpose laws. 

9. The revitalisation and maintenance of traditional languages is 

 community owned, community based and community driven.

10. Torres Strait and Aboriginal peoples have the fundamental 

 right to connect with traditional languages and place/country 

 irrespective of whether living in the region or not.

11. All Torres Strait and Aboriginal peoples are two-way strong

 in traditional languages as well as English.

Traditional 
LANGUAGES


	Page 1
	Page 2

