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I
t’s half an hour before sunset and Tony Jack sits 
by a river on the edge of the Gulf of Carpentaria. 
Light dances across the red landscape, his 
grandchildren’s laughter floats through thickets 

of pandanus and, nearby, son Dean treads softly with a 
spear in search of redclaw for dinner.

It’s a rare moment of family solitude for the six-
foot-three bushman who spent 300 days on the 
road last year. As the retiring mayor of Roper Gulf 
Regional Council, a position he’s held for the past 
nine years, the 49-year-old has overseen a local 
government area stretching from Katherine, NT, to 
the Queensland border and north to Arnhem Land, 
an area about 185,000 square kilometres, larger than 
Belgium, Switzerland and Ireland combined. 

Although the job has often had him meeting with 
federal and state government ministers, out here on the 
banks of the Robinson River, approximately 120km 
east of Borroloola, he’s just a grandad and proud 
Garawa man. “As an Aboriginal person, when I’m 
talking at forums I’m there with my local government 
hat on, but when I come home it doesn’t mean 
anything; I’ve got to put my other hats on back here,” 
he says, leaning on the trunk of an ancient paperbark.

Later, sitting around the camp fire, Tony reflects 
on the events that have led to a career in public 
service spanning two decades and counting. It’s a 
story intrinsically linked to that of his Garawa people. 
Growing up one of five children in a tin shack with 
no running water or electricity on the banks of the 
McArthur River, on the outskirts of Borroloola, Tony 
experienced firsthand the impact of dispossession on 
Aboriginal people. Although he doesn’t like to dwell 
on what he saw as a child, he clearly remembers the 

moment he decided to take a different path. 
“I was 11 or 12, barefoot in ripped shorts and a 

t-shirt, watching two drunks bash each other with 
fighting boomerangs,” Tony says. “I was just a little 
kid running around, witnessing all of these things, 
all because of alcohol, and so I decided there and 
then, ‘Bugger this, this isn’t for me, I want to make 
something of my life’.” From that moment, he 
vowed never to drink. 

Alcohol, however, had already taken a deeply 
personal toll, with his mother’s heavy drinking 
forcing him to move in with his uncle Roy and aunty 
Lena Dixon. “They took me under their wings when 
I was nine years old,” Tony says. He never knew 
his father. But the dysfunction he experienced had 
one key positive outcome. “I used to love school,” 
he says. “I’d get up every day and think I’m going 
to bloody school, I’m getting away from all of this.” 
To get there he’d make the long walk down to the 
river crossing and back into town, or just swim the 
river directly, keeping an eye out for crocs. “On those 
days, I’d get out of the water, wring my shirt out and 
walk up to school swinging it around to dry it out,” 
he laughs. His uncle and aunty, who spoke mostly 
Garawa, encouraged him to make the most of the 
opportunity. “They’d never been educated but they 
pushed us to go to school every day.” 

Another strong, positive influence on Tony was 
his grandfather, old Rory, as well as his many uncles 
and aunties, who remained connected to the pastoral 
industry. “They worked right through this area, 
from Robinson River to Calvert Hills, Wollogorang, 
Doomadgee, and right down into the Barkly 
Tableland. They were all cattlemen and women. 
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“In those days, we used to see the packhorses coming in 
over the hill after the mustering season and the old people 
driving those horses, and I’d run and grab the horses from 
my grandad, and jump on them and ride them around,”  
Tony says. “It was also a time for cultural connection. 
When mustering finished they would come in for big 
ceremonies, all the different clans; that was a big thing.”

Towards the end of primary school, Tony started 
hearing whispers about a big move. It was the beginning 
of the land rights movement and his first experience of 
politics and the power of people working together. “I 
used to hear the old people talking, ‘We’re going to go 
back home soon’, and I’d say ‘Where?’ and they’d say, 
‘Robinson River’, and I used to think, ‘How?’” In 1980, 
Robinson River Station was handed back to the Garawa 
people and Tony, along with his uncle and aunty, was 
among the first to move back to his people’s traditional 
lands. “I remember being so excited, we were going back 
home to our country and I could feel it inside.” 

Soon after, he was sent to boarding school in Alice 
Springs. Although he wanted to stay on the station, he 
knew school was his chance to make something of his life. 
“I was hungry to learn more and I wanted to do more.” 
In year 9 he was elected to the student council of Yirara 
College and by year 12 he was president. “And I suppose 
that’s were it all started,” he says. 

Although he briefly contemplated joining the army, the 
pull to return home was too great and he took up a role as 
supervisor on the local community employment program, 

building mudbrick houses and general infrastructure. When 
the non-Indigenous community coordinator left, Tony 
took on the role, aged just 22, and he acted in the position 
for three years. When a new coordinator was eventually 
appointed, Tony worked by his side. “His name was Bob 
Maconachie and he was a really strong old fella, who came 
from a pastoral background,” Tony says. “I used to see 
him battle with government about jobs and programs and 
money, and he used to make sense, and I used to think, 
‘This is what we need to do, we have to go hard at this’.”

When a nationally elected Indigenous body was created 
in 1990, it was Bob who urged Tony to nominate. “He 
said to me, ‘Tony, you need to get into politics, because 
once you get inside of government you can make a 
difference.” Tony was elected to ATSIC’s new Garrak-
Jarru Regional Council and three years later became 
chairman, moving with wife Jane and their children to 
Katherine for the role. “ATSIC was really strong back 
then, we were close to the people, with a lot of decisions 
to make, fighting for jobs, housing and infrastructure 
funding,” he says of those early days, which also saw 
him heading up the Indigenous Housing Authority 
(IHANT) – a joint venture between ATSIC and the 
Commonwealth and NT governments. 

When ATSIC was disbanded in 2005, Tony returned 
to Robinson River and, in 2008, with the encouragement 
of friend and community CEO, the late Bill South, 
nominated for the new Roper Gulf Regional Council, 
formed as part of statewide shire amalgamations. He 

CLOCKWISE FROM RIGHT: 
Tony Jack (fourth from left) 

with his son Jake (far left) and 
community workers at cattle 

yards on Robinson River Station;  
a younger Tony gets ready to ride at 
the Borroloola rodeo and campdraft; 
Tony prepares for a road trip during 

his unsuccessful 2016 campaign for 
election to the NT government.
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was elected mayor and for the past decade 
has travelled 40,000–60,000km each year 
serving the shire’s 7000 residents. 

He’s also made regular trips to the city as 
the only Indigenous member of the Australian 
Local Government Association. “For me, 
that has been a big eye-opener and quite 
challenging,” he says. “We need to have more 
Indigenous people at that level, because they’re 
talking about things that we’re not ready for, 
things like Smart Cities, when my people 
are still struggling with day-to-day things,” 
Tony says. “We’ve got to bring reality into the 
discussion, so when I talk, I talk from the heart.” 

Michael Berto, who’s worked with Tony 
over the past 15 years, first as a fellow ATSIC 
councillor, and for the past nine years as CEO 
of the Roper Gulf Regional Council, says 
Tony’s straight-talking style is appreciated by 
all those he deals with. “What you see is what 
you get with Tony,” Michael says. “He’s a very 
genuine and strong person, and he’s passionate 
about the bush, and the people.” Although 
Tony is quietly spoken, Michael says he has 
the ability to be heard when he needs to be. 
“He’s deeply passionate about community 
issues and making life better for Aboriginal 
people,” Michael says. “He’s passionate about 
jobs and about business development, and he 
gets frustrated with red tape.”

Along the journey, Tony’s connection to 
culture has remained his guiding influence. 
“My old grandad was a really strong old fella, 
very culturally orientated, a ceremony leader for 
my clan,” Tony says. Having travelled Australia, 
he’s acutely aware of the importance of 

maintaining that culture. “I remember being in 
the Victorian High Country as part of a Tidy 
Towns delegation and I realised there were no 
Aboriginal people around, and it hit me, there 
was no culture, and it hurt me,” he says. “I 
came back from that trip sad, but at the same 
time so grateful to be home and so proud that 
we’ve still got law and culture and we’ve got 
language, and we’ve got to keep that strong.”

Family is his other unwavering commitment. 
Along with their five children, he and his wife 
Jane have helped raise a dozen others, some 
nephews and nieces, and some unrelated. “I’ve 
always felt a strong responsibility for those kids, 
for my brothers’ and sisters’ children, and cousins’ 
children,” he says. “The way I see it, as an 
Aboriginal person I have to do my bit to make it 
right, and I want to give people a chance.”

After an unsuccessful crack at state politics 
for the Country Liberal Party in 2016, and with 
his mayoral term finishing this year, Tony says 
it’s time to shift his focus closer to home, with 
plans to expand the labour-hire company he 
started two years ago. He also intends to help 
rebuild Robinson River’s pastoral assets and 
grow its ranger program. “Because we need to 
utilise our land and use it better,” he says. 

But after decades in high-level public service, 
Tony admits he’ll probably re-enter the fray at 
some stage, particularly if his dream of seeing 
an Indigenous party in state and federal politics 
materialises. “I see that as our next step for 
Aboriginal people, and in the NT we’ve got 
more interest than anywhere,” he says. “It’s early 
days, but that’s where I see the future is, and 
that’s something I’m passionate about.” 

Tony enjoys a laugh during a community meeting at Robinson River. OPPOSITE: Tony checks emails by firelight on the banks of the Robinson River. 


