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Editor's note
This is a cleaned-up transcript of the interview audio — timestamps and filler removed, and speaker turns labelled. The wording throughout is otherwise kept exactly as spoken. A handful of proper nouns that came through unclear or garbled in the original transcription have been corrected based on Charles Sturt University's own published materials on this event: ‘why am I man’ → Worimi man; ‘reentry man’ → Wiradjuri man; ‘Gubali’ → Gulbali; ‘Yoonjomara Arration’ → Yindyamarra Oration; ‘Aubrey’ → Albury; ‘Vesti brothers’ → Vestey brothers; ‘wave field’ → Wave Hill; ‘greatest association’ → Graziers' Association; ‘arbitration conciliation commission’ → Conciliation and Arbitration Commission; ‘a simulation’ → assimilation; ‘Royal East to show’ → Royal Easter Show; ‘Chester in here’ → Charles Sturt; ‘Northern Australian, CRC’ → Northern Australia CRC. One word near the very end was not possible to make out with confidence and is marked [inaudible].
Opening
Welcome to Gulbali Stories, where we share inspiring tales of innovation, resilience and sustainability in agriculture, water and the environment from Australia and beyond. My name is Wes Ward and I'm reporting for the Gulbali Report.
I have a special guest for NAIDOC Week 2026. He's a farmer, a grazier, a leader, an academic, a PhD student, and a First Nations person who has some strong views and insights in what it is to be an Aboriginal in modern Australian agriculture. Here's Worimi man Joshua Gilbert.
The Interview
Wes Ward: Who is Josh Gilbert?
Josh Gilbert: I'm Josh Gilbert, I'm a Worimi man from the Mid-North Coast in New South Wales. I'm a HDR student at Charles Sturt Uni and do a whole range of other work outside of that as well.
Wes Ward: You're here to present an oration tonight for Gulbali Day. What are your roles you think that lend yourself to be able to give this oration tonight?
Josh Gilbert: Probably a few things. Agriculture has formed such a big part of my life whether I've liked it or not. So, I think the historic impact of current agricultural systems on Indigenous people has really been censured around our country and I think for me that's an important aspect that I help bring. The great fortune I have through my research is to really explore what does that look like today. What does Indigenous involvement mean for Australian agriculture just over 200 years on for most systems being started and where do we fit into this kind of broader agricultural system that we have today. That's how I think about what these yarns should look like, the way in which we approach both the good and bad of what's happened in the past. More importantly, I think optimistically about the future and how we can intertwine Indigenous knowledge systems and understandings of country with Western agriculture to actually ensure that we can continue farming and thriving.
Wes Ward: Looking at what you're going to be talking about tonight, one of the things that underpins what you're talking about is to start with the Wave Hill walk off 60 years ago. What was that about?
Josh Gilbert: I use the 60 year marker from Wave Hill to be a real trigger point because I think it fundamentally changed the narrative in Australia about Indigenous peoples involved in agricultural systems but equally importantly is that truth has always been happening across agriculture since it started in terms of Western agriculture on these lands. So I don't want to take away from the fact that there is a whole range of truths that need to happen and kind of understanding and acknowledgement around what those look like from the last 200 years but certainly the marker that the Wave Hill walk off left is really the important flag in the ground that was left of saying mob want the chance to have access to lands, that we want to farm, whatever means or methods that exist, that we want to participate in intergenerational wealth, that we want to be able to accumulate resources so that we can ensure that our families are looked after and our communities are looked after but I think most importantly that we can stay on country and have that connection to land. I think Wave Hill really spoke to it, was very prominent in the way in which it was reported on, and I think everyone could connect with it and it really started a very important aspect of truth-telling for communities right across Australia.
Wes Ward: What was Wave Hill? What actually happened there?
Josh Gilbert: Yeah, so it was quite a large farm owned by the Vestey brothers who were around until not that long ago actually. I remember meeting with Lord Vestey at a Royal Agricultural Society of the Commonwealth event a number of years ago and him being very proud of the masses of land and wealth that he had accumulated, so much so I remember there was a conversation on stage about the limitations of young farmers particularly in Europe trying to access land and him very proudly hopping up on stage and saying ‘well I own the lion's share of that.’ So I think that's the kind of context I see it in. So, the two brothers wanting to amass quite a large series of farms and its operations so they could have beef both here and internationally as well.
Wes Ward: And what does truth-telling mean to you? And from that, what it means for First Nations people.
Josh Gilbert: Truth-telling is part of a spectrum. We often talk about truth-telling as a process and as a method but I actually see it much broader — there's also truth-listening and truth-acting if you follow the Reconciliation Australia's pathway around what that looks like. We've been predominantly focused on truth-telling because I think we haven't got to truth-listening in Australia yet, so a lot of the work has still been to try and unpack and unearth but also try and re-communicate what truth-telling is on these lands, try and understand all the different aspects of truth and try and share them in a way that resonates and has impact so that people can understand the context and the self-positioning of Indigenous people when we turn up to kind of start having these conversations.
Wes Ward: So you mean the local stories that people have regarding agriculture and regarding their country?
Josh Gilbert: Yeah, and local and national as well, because I think it's important that a lot of those conversations were happening as part of broader government policy at the time. So, the other example I'll be using as part of my speech tonight is the equal wages decision, which is also 60 years in the making. That policy really talks about assimilation — it talks about whether an Indigenous person had assimilated into society enough to see whether they should receive equal wages, is kind of what the Arbitration and Conciliation Commission decided, and they introduced these three tiered steps as to how Indigenous people should be paid. And that has really set up, I think, the modern wage system in Australia, for instance, based on those agricultural truths. 
So at the same time as you have very localized events happening you also have these broader national policies that were having such an impact on particularly interstate ideas but also kind of nationally, that the impact of those decisions because they then got approved in New South Wales and other places as well. 
Wes Ward: So really this truth-telling is having national impact, not just on local farms in local communities?
Josh Gilbert: Yeah absolutely. I think it explains why we have a lot of the agricultural relationships and why they might be challenged still today. The case in New South Wales, for instance, that adopted the policy of the equal wages decision in the NT was against the Graziers' Association of New South Wales, which later became New South Wales Farmers. That organisation put to the conciliation tribunal back in the 70s that mob should get paid the same kind of structure that would allow farmers to go off and find other work — ‘for full-blooded Aboriginal people’ was the decision at the time. The farmers organisation also lobbied quite heavily and said, oh, we're in really bad drought and wool prices are really bad and therefore you can't inflict these equal wages decisions on us at this time because things are bad. I often wondered, like, when were things good, that you thought equal wages were going to come through? But that's the relationship that Indigenous people have had with agriculture and I think we need to be really clear around the structural inequalities and the understanding of why that tension exists, because it's not new tension, it's not based on the challenges of what's still happening today, and there's certainly examples of that. It's actually built into the way in which the relationship was founded, and the way in which those conversations were taking place, particularly in living memory — the 60s and 70s are not that long ago.
Wes Ward: Stepping forward in recent years, what do you think's changed in the conversation?
Josh Gilbert: There's certainly been a change. I think there is a broad acknowledgement that Indigenous knowledge is needed in this place. That might not be perfect across everywhere, but I think fundamentally there is an understanding that if you want to know this place intimately, you need to understand the pre-colonial history to really understand what that connection should look like. And we see that almost with farmers when they talk about how many generations of connection they've had to that landscape — very proud about being a fourth or fifth generation farmer, and I think so too should they be proud. But I think there is a much longer-spanning history — not because of the numbers involved, and I don't want to compete about that, but certainly because that connection is still true to Indigenous people as well, and through that joint love and connection of landscape I think we have a lot of benefits. So that's certainly a change. I think there's a lot more understanding of what Indigenous agriculture is and where we see it in terms of the number of people who are in the sector, the number of farmers, or the lack thereof, and what the kind of opportunities are to change that. And I think it's taking a long time to create that change but we're slowly getting there. There's a few runs on the board I'm really proud of that I think reflect the changing notion of where we need to head — we now have some Indigenous sections in the agricultural curriculum for universities, for instance, to say that teachers must teach about Indigenous agriculture, and that only came in last year. So they're the kind of conversations I'm like,  if we can get those bits started, if we can start that acknowledgement, then maybe we'll end up somewhere very different in the future.
Wes Ward: What do you see is the advantage for farmers of incorporating some local Indigenous knowledge in their practices?
Josh Gilbert: There's certainly a part for me around context. Why Western agriculture has been developed has very much meant that a farmer's psyche is only around the boundary fences, and if you think about why, that's ingrained because 200 years ago when white agriculture was first starting up in here, the process was that you would plough around the outside of the land that you wanted to own, notch a few trees, and therefore that represented ownership, and you would protect everything within that and you were less worried about the things that were outside of that. And I think that mentality is still ingrained — that's certainly a big opportunity if we think more around a holistic based, landscape approach, which fortunately is starting to happen, I think there is a lot of farmers are doing that. I think for me there's a lot of understanding of history and the way in which climate systems were — the adaptability to climate change — and I think there's been mob who had been dealing with climate change for a long period of time as well. And I think there's also a really practical element in that we know agriculture is screaming out for agricultural workers — there is a large and growing cohort of young Indigenous kids coming through, and it would make absolute sense that we start connecting the dots between a love for country, the ability to work on farms, and having that connection going forward.
Wes Ward: So you see this also for Aboriginal communities to be part of this slow, gradual change across the landscape and across regional Australia?
Josh Gilbert: Indigenous representation in agriculture is very low — it's about 1.89% of the agricultural population, 2.1% if you count fisheries and forestry as well. That almost needs to double to be representative of population today, and the growing stat that's in my mind is that the Indigenous population is set to double by 2050, that 8% of the population in Australia will identify as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. That means one in 15 people across this place will identify and say that they're proud of their Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander roots, which for me is really important, and that creates opportunity. That we need to effectively not only double the Indigenous workforce now within the population of agriculture, but we need to double it again by 2050. Unfortunately, I think agriculture sat on its hands for many years after the equal wages decision and said that's not a cohort of people we're interested in having on our farms, and very quickly that's going to have to change. There's a lot of big agriculture — the advisory services and certainly universities and a whole heap of others — who are very quickly going to have to change the way in which they approach Indigenous agriculture going forward, to try and have representation back in the community, but also to try and ensure that they're catering for their customers, who are fundamentally going to be a growing cohort of Indigenous people.
Wes Ward: Have you got any sense of how many of those people who identify actually currently own farms?
Josh Gilbert: We've got a rough idea actually, which is the first time we've got that. I've just done some research — the Northern Australia CRC did some research a number of years ago and identified properties who had engaged with the Indigenous Land and Sea Corporation, and they came up with a list of 97. We've just conducted some research through our research company and online and asked whether people identify as Indigenous farmers, and we found less than 50. So if you add those data sets together, which isn't always perfect, you might have about 150, which is about 7,000 behind the representation needed of what the number of indigenous farms there should be compared to the number of family farmers out there. So that's a long way off. I think its important that we have some, it's good to show that we have mob in  sector who are doing incredible work but find it hard to identify in that sector as well. There's a whole heap of things to unpack as a result of that. I think there is a growing number of people out there — there's obviously a connection to country for a range of reasons — and for me that's a real opportunity, that we keep growing that cohort.
Wes Ward: Take you to 2050 — what do you think you would like to see for Australian agriculture, particularly for Australian First Nations people?
Josh Gilbert: It's really the opportunity to intertwine the story. I think we are stronger as a nation and as an agricultural system if we say — we as Australians — that we have been here for the longest period of time, the oldest living culture in the world, with the most ancient soils, and we have been perfecting farming for at least the last 60,000 years, and together we will help continue feeding this place and the world for hopefully the next 60,000 years. That for me is a real invitation, and I think only together can we weave that story, only together can we ensure that all of our history is coming together, and that we acknowledge the bad stuff and the good stuff, and we get to a point where we say all of that has formed where we are now, and that we can all dream to the future — because I think those that are involved in agriculture, or have an interest, or want to be on the land, we all want to have a connection to the landscape in which we're a part of, and that's the beautiful narrative that we can only interweave together.
Wes Ward: And how do we involve the next generations of First Nations people?
Josh Gilbert: There's a unique opportunity over the next few years around how we get young people involved in this sector. Where my mind has turned, and where we need to do more work of involving Indigenous people, is allowing and providing a safe platform for mob to identify, particularly at major show points for agriculture. So, we need to actually really start championing Indigenous agriculture as it means right across the spectrum of native foods, but also livestock enterprises and cropping and the whole variety of different existence that we have. And I can see a real opportunity for us to completely celebrate Indigenous involvement in that sector if we can create a safe space for that to happen. I live for the day that we have an Indigenous person who wins at the Royal Easter Show with their cow, and we celebrate that that is an Indigenous business and that, you know, is an incredible story. I live for the day that we have that whole supply chain of wool products that go into really custom suits that have Indigenous prints in it, and we can connect the Indigenous farmer to the story about that suit being made — just as much as I think we should celebrate native foods and the role that they play in our national identity as well. And if we can do all that, then I think we create a space where young people can go, hang on, that's pretty fundamental to who we are, and really allow that story to connect. And that for me is what we need to be doing now, so that we can celebrate that in 2050 marker.
Closing
Josh Gilbert presented a stirring and thought-provoking presentation as part of the annual Yindyamarra Oration on the 9th of July 2026. Josh was introduced by international award-winning journalist, theologian and Wiradjuri man Professor Stan Grant, on a cool, clear night on the CSU campus in Albury, in regional New South Wales.
Thank you for listening to Gulbali Stories. Discover more about research and partnerships at the Gulbali Institute at Charles Sturt University by visiting our website or following us on social media at #GulbaliInstitute. We look forward to sharing more stories with you soon.
