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Advice to our readers 

In this strategy we use these terms: 

• ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander’ when referring to Aboriginal people across Australia
• ‘Aboriginal’ when referring to Aboriginal people of Victoria
• other terms such as Koori in the names of programs, initiatives, publications titles and in reference to 

published data.  

(This is as per advice from the Department of Justice and Community Safety’s Koori Justice Unit, 2017). 
 
 
Artwork and photography 

The cover artwork is by proud Moiradu/Bangerang & Kerrupmara/Gunditjmara artist Rebecca Atkinson. It 
depicts an Aboriginal family’s life journey, beginning with the birth of a child. 

“My artwork features a birthing tree, where children would be born. The coolamons represent women and 
children, and the boomerang is the men of the family. The shapes beneath represent the services that help 
Aboriginal people through life. These include our extended family, community, connection to culture, spirit, 
and identity”.

Photography by Michael Jalaru Torres (Djugun & Yawuru).
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Kiera Chavez with Jungala Ellis (Wemba Wemba, Yorta Yorta & Gunai Kurnai)



Welcome to the Coolamon Strategy

I acknowledge the people of the Kulin Nation, the traditional owners of the land the Registry of Births, 
Deaths and Marriages Victoria (BDM) is based on.  

We know that Aboriginal people can experience barriers when registering a birth or getting a birth 
certificate. This is outlined in research within the book Proof of Life by Melissa Castan and Paula Gerber 
(2015). I am proud that we have addressed barriers such as cost and lack of identity documentation. We’ve 
done this through our financial hardship and fee waiver policy and proof of identity exception policy. 
 
Our work with the Aboriginal community continues to be a journey of learning. It is about culture, identity 
and the importance of family and kinship connections. 
 
To celebrate NAIDOC week 2019, we issued 327 free Aboriginal Heritage commemorative certificates. We 
promoted this through our stakeholders, and on outreach visits. BDM received overwhelmingly positive 
feedback from the community on this initiative. 
 
I am pleased to present the BDM Coolamon Strategy 2019-21. It aligns with the self-determination principles 
in Burra Lotjpa Dunguludja (the Victorian Aboriginal Justice Agreement Phase 4). I remain committed to 
meaningful engagement with our stakeholders and the Aboriginal community. The community’s feedback 
continues to shape our approaches, policies and processes. Feedback to date has indicated that we are 
on the right track, but we know that we can do more. I thank our stakeholders and Aboriginal community 
members for their contribution and insights. 

We recently replaced our core business system. This new system enhances our capability to understand 
how Aboriginal people use our services. It helps us to better plan for future needs, and makes it easier to 
update and improve services to meet those needs
 
We encourage feedback from the Aboriginal community. You can send this to us at  
bdm.koori@justice.vic.gov.au

James Lawson
Director and Registrar
Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages Victoria
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Welcome

“My identity is my spirit; it connects me to my ancestors and my land. I belong to 
this land, it is all of me. Dreaming gives me my identity, it is expressed through my 
culture and it keeps my spirit strong. Strong identity, strong spirit - we know who 
we are, and we are strong in spirit.”

Kristen Bell – a proud Gunditjmara woman and former BDM Aboriginal Relationships Officer



 

The significance of the 
coolamon

BDM’s first Aboriginal graduate, Cienan Muir, chose 
the name ‘coolamon’ for this strategy. It symbolises 
the services that BDM offers community members at 
key life stages. The coolamon has different symbolic 
meanings and uses in different groups in Victoria. 
Creation stories about the coolamon may differ. We 
have used a broad definition of the coolamon.

A coolamon is a traditional Aboriginal carrying 
vessel with curved sides. Their shape, like a canoe, 
suggests the journey of life. They are traditionally 
used to support many points of that journey. 
Coolamons involve all members of the community: 
traditionally, men make them and women use them. 
Their uses include: 

• cradling babies 

• carrying water, fruits or nuts 

• winnowing grains in the traditional bread-
making process

• protection from rain. 

Preserving the identity of individuals and their 
connections with each other is at the heart of 
our services. Similarly, coolamons are symbols of 
identity. They are often decorated with totemic or 
other designs representing the extended family of 
the people using them.  

The coolamon is built to endure. It is typically made 
from hardwood, such as mallee, and tempered to 
withstand heat and stress. This quality represents 
BDM’s role of preserving Victorians’ life records in 
perpetuity. 
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Finally, the origins of the coolamon—wood removed 
from a part of the tree that will not harm the life 
of the tree. This is the aim that BDM would like to 
represent. BDM respects the integrity of the life 
events it records, and the people involved in them.

The rounded sides of the coolamon echo the 
evolutions of community life. They are reminders of 
traditional sacred circles. For some communities 
this translates to leaving family disagreements 
and community issues outside. It reminds them to 
focus on the business they need to do. In a similar 
way, BDM seeks to work with Aboriginal community 
members, organisations and others to get the 
business of registration completed. BDM seeks to 
extend its services to all Victorian Aboriginal people.

The importance of BDM  
services

BDM was established in 1853 as part of the Colony of 
Victoria. The mid-nineteenth century, the time BDM 
was established, was a period of great destruction 
and dislocation for Aboriginal communities.
 
Recording life events 

BDM preserves the records of key life events 
which take place in Victoria, This includes: births; 
deaths; marriages; change of name; adoptions and 
domestic/caring relationships. 

These records are an important method of 
demonstrating individual identity and family 
relationships. They are a rich resource for family 
historians. They help governments and researchers
plan services to meet Aboriginal community needs.

Coolamons and boomerang, Rebecca Atkinson
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Purpose

Various Government reports, such as the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People (2016) 
and the Victorian Law Reform Commission (2013), 
academic research that includes the book Proof of 
life by Melissa Castan and Paula Gerber (2015), and 
stakeholder insights confirm the importance of birth 
registration. 

A birth certificate establishes a person’s legal 
identity. It enables them to access vital services.

BDM needs to ensure its services are culturally 
sensitive and well-known. This is so that births are 
consistently registered and birth certificates issued.

Purpose of the Coolamon 
Strategy 2019-21 

The Coolamon Strategy 2019-21 articulates how BDM 
will: 

• increase access to services for members of 
Victoria’s Aboriginal community 

• ensure that we continuously improve service 
delivery to Aboriginal customers.

This is the second BDM Coolamon Strategy. It builds 
upon the achievements and lessons of the first, 
launched in June 2017.   

BDM has learned that providing culturally-
sensitive services requires different but interlinked 
approaches. These include: 

• flexible models of service delivery 

• staff training and capacity building 

• promotion within the Aboriginal community. 

Strong relationships with stakeholders are critical in 
guiding and shaping these approaches.

An action plan underpins the work outlined here. 
It will detail how BDM intends to implement the 
Strategy.

 
Strong identity, strong spirit 
in practice 
 
BDM’s Strong identity, strong spirit (SISS) campaign 
is the framework we use to deliver BDM services. 

We deliver this locally in communities through a 
targeted outreach program. 

The purpose of the SISS campaign is to increase:

• birth registration and birth certificate 
possession in Victoria’s Aboriginal 
communities 

• awareness of, and access to, BDM services 
generally; and 

• uptake of BDM Aboriginal-specific services.

To do this, BDM works with:

• Regional Aboriginal Justice Advisory 
Committee (RAJACs) Executive Officers. 
They help us determine culturally-appropriate 
ways of engaging with Aboriginal communities 
across Victoria. 

• Local Aboriginal Community Controlled 
Organisations (ACCOs). We try to use existing 
events, such as community lunches and justice 
days. These help deliver BDM services directly 
to communities.  

• Corrections Victoria, so that Aboriginal 
prisoners have a birth certificate prior to their 
release.  

• Service delivery organisations. This supports 
their workforce with the resources and 
information to access BDM services. These 
organisations include: 

• Aboriginal Hospital Liaison Officers (AHLO) 

• Koori Maternity Services (KMS) 

• Maternal Child Health Nurses (MCH) 

• Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency 
(VACCA) 

• Victorian Aboriginal Community 
Controlled Health Organisation (VACCHO).

The Koori Justice Unit, part of the Department of 
Justice and Community Safety (DJCS), has been a 
proud supporter of the campaign, providing funding 
for the 2018-19 and 2019-20 financial years. 

Their support and insight has enabled BDM to 
expand the reach of the campaign, and activities 
planned for 2020-21. 

Learn more about the Strong identity, strong spirit 
campaign so far at www.bdm.vic.gov.au/koori
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Objective: Supporting our Aboriginal customers 

Delivering culturally-sensitive services is essential. It supports Aboriginal customers to feel comfortable 
approaching us.  

The first Coolamon Strategy strengthened our capacity to engage with Aboriginal communities. It helped us 
do this in a meaningful way.  

What BDM will do How BDM will do it

 
Provide culturally safe and sensitive 
services for our Aboriginal customers.

• Train our staff to ensure that Aboriginal customers feel 
welcome and supported.

............................................................................................................................................ 

• Train interested stakeholders in our Aboriginal-specific 
services. This builds local capacity and expands the 
reach of our services.

............................................................................................................................................ 

• Continue to help customers directly via our Aboriginal 
Relationships Officer, and look to introduce other 
Aboriginal-identified roles.

............................................................................................................................................ 

• Engage with new parents who have not registered 
their child within 100 days of the birth. 

............................................................................................................................................ 

• Improve our forms, publications and certificates.
............................................................................................................................................ 

• Strengthen program monitoring and evaluation.
............................................................................................................................................ 

• Acknowledge significant Aboriginal annual events 
(Reconciliation Week and NAIDOC week).

............................................................................................................................................ 

• Explore ways to further acknowledge Traditional 
Owners within BDM services and products.

............................................................................................................................................ 

• Strengthen promotion of BDM via digital channels, 
including social media..

............................................................................................................................................ 

Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages Victoria
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Objectives

Objective: Removing financial barriers for Aboriginal 
customers 

BDM has broadened its previous Koori Access Fund arrangements. A new financial hardship and fee waiver 
policy expands the reach of fee waivers.  

The policy waives costs of a legal certificate.

This includes:

• adults 

• children in out-of-home care, informal kinship care, or the youth justice system 

• prisoners and people on remand.

To be eligible, adult customers must provide evidence of low income. 
 
This includes a current copy of one of the following:

• Centrelink Concession card 

• Centrelink Pensioner card 

• Disability Support Pension card. 

There are arrangements to support:  

• children

• people experiencing family violence

• prisoners 

• people on remand. 

Learn more about the policy at www.bdm.vic.gov.au/about-us/financial-hardship-and-fee-waiver
 

What BDM will do How BDM will do it

 
Remove financial barriers for Aboriginal 
customers to improve access to our services. 

• Promote the financial hardship and fee waiver policy 
to staff, stakeholders and Aboriginal communities.

............................................................................................................................................
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Objective: Building trust and confidence in BDM services  

We will continue building relationships with Aboriginal stakeholders. This is vital to gain the support and 
respect that foster meaningful engagement and collaboration.  

Strong relationships build confidence in BDM and its services over time among communities. This should 
lead to increased uptake of our services among Aboriginal communities. 

We will work with stakeholders on each initiative of the Coolamon Strategy. This will ensure they are fit for 
purpose and culturally sensitive.  

What BDM will do How BDM will do it

Work with Aboriginal stakeholders and 
communities. Their input will guide BDM 
service delivery and improve access to 
BDM services.

• Nurture existing relationships with Aboriginal 
communities and organisations. Offer targeted 
outreach activities to deliver our services locally. 
This will help us deliver services in a culturally safe 
environment.

............................................................................................................................................ 

• Engage stakeholder networks in promoting and 
strengthening our Aboriginal-specific services. 

............................................................................................................................................ 

• Procure new artwork. This will be via an expression 
of interest process from Aboriginal artists. BDM will 
display the artwork on its premises and in promotional 
campaigns.

............................................................................................................................................ 
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Feedback

We value your feedback 
 
We value your feedback. Please direct this to bdm.koori@justice.vic.gov.au

Tori Brooks (Murri) with Knox Luke Ryan (Yorta Yorta)



Publication information 

Authorised and published by the Victorian Government, 1 Treasury Place, Melbourne. 

ISBN 978-1-922262-26-4 (Print)
ISBN 978-1-922262-27-1 (PDF and online) 

Printed by Snap La Trobe, Melbourne. 

April 2020 

© Government of Victoria 

This document is protected by copyright. Apart from any use permitted under the Copyright Act 1968, and those 
explicitly granted below, all other rights are reserved.
 
Accessibility 

If you would like to receive this publication in an accessible format, please visit www.bdm.vic.gov.au/koori or email  
bdm.koori@justice.vic.gov.au 

Unless indicated otherwise, content in this publication is provided under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 
International Licence. To view a copy of this licence, visit creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4. It is a condition of the 
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 Licence that you must give credit to the original author who is the State of Victoria. 
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Shakara Basso (Wemba Wemba) 
with Djaran O’Brien (Yorta Yorta 
& Wemba Wemba)


