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Black lives remembered
JENNY DENTON
jdenton@gannawarratimes.com.au

WHILE Saturday’s Black Lives Matter protests 
around Australia have sparked anger among 
many people due to the health risks associ-
ated with the crowds, some in the commu-
nity have a more personal perspective on the 
issue. 

The demonstrations arose following mass 
protests in the US over the police killing of Af-
rican American man George Floyd, with Aus-
tralian organisers saying they want reform of 
the policing and justice systems which have 
seen high rates of imprisonment and deaths 
in custody of Aboriginal people.

Yorta Yorta and Wemba Wemba Elder Uncle 
Barry Atkinson, who lives in Boort, said he 
believes the protesters’ message is relevant 
in northern Victoria. 

He remembers with sadness the funeral of 
his niece Tanya Day, a well respected Yorta 
Yorta woman from Echuca, who died in po-
lice custody in 2017 after being arrested for 
public drunkeness when she fell asleep on a 
V/Line train to Melbourne.

Ms Day died after falling and injuring her-
self in the Castlemaine police station and re-
ceiving delayed medical attention. 

A coroner’s investigation into her death 
recommended that the crime of public 
drunkenness be abolished and that charges 
of criminal negligence be considered in the 
case.

Uncle Barry said he believed the mass 
protests had successfully raised the issue of 
deaths in custody around the country. 

“Why don’t they do something about it?” 
he said.

“It’s gone on too long, and there are too 
many people locked up in jail.

“They found another fella dead in WA the 
day of the march.”

According to the Australian Human Rights 
Commission, more than 430 Indigenous peo-
ple have died whilst detained since the 1991 
Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in 
Custody, which was intended to address the 
problem.

The Human Rights Commission described 
Indigenous Australians are the most jailed 
people in the world, making up 28 per cent 
of the country’s prison population but only 3 

per cent percent of the general population. 
Kerang Elder Esther Kirby said local police 

are working well now with the Indigenous 
community.

“We’ve got a good lot of police here now so I 
can’t complain about them,” she said.

But the Black Lives Matters movement has 
brought back memories of deaths she be-
lieves were not properly investigated.

Among them are the violent road deaths, in 
past decades, of two of her brothers.

“The justice wasn’t there,” she said.
“You can understand the black people’s 

frustration when we aren’t getting justice be-
cause it’s very upsetting and it’s emotional,” 
Aunty Esther said.

“You think ‘OK, it’s happened to another 
one,’ and you’re supposed to have a friendly 
relationship with a race that doesn’t acknowl-
edge it’s doing the wrong thing.”

Echuca grandmother Tanya Day, who suffered 
a fatal injury in police custody in 2017. 
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