
No Longer a Conspiracy Theory 
 

As the Vice Commodore and I enjoyed our sail on Lake Eyre North in April 2011 one topic 

kept cropping up in conversation:  

 

WHY? 

 

Why would the South Australian Government attempt to remove such an important common 

law right as being able to recreate in a National Park in such an environmentally friendly 

manner as sailing? Something our members had been doing since 1974. 

 

What was the driving force? It had to be more than a suddenly important cultural issue. The 

conclusion we came to was so radical that we thought we would be dismissed as conspiracy 

theorists: 

 

MINING 

 

An email arrived from “a sympathetic bystander” who reported a radio interview in which a 

leader of the Arabunna made the statement that allowing us to boat “would jeopardise mining 

agreements”. 

 

We knew BHP were sucking water out of the artesian basin along the southern edge of Lake 

Eyre, upsetting the Marree Arabunna on one hand but buying their silence with the other. It is 

obvious to any regular visitor over a long period that pressure levels are dropping in the 

GAB. 

 

A few months later the then Premier Mike Rann announced his retirement from politics with 

a statement that one of his main objectives before retiring was to reach agreement over the 

expansion of BHP-Billiton’s uranium mine at Olympic Dam. (Mike Rann was once anti-

nuclear!) In the last weeks of Rann's premiership, he signed off on a record $30 billion 

Olympic Dam mining deal with BHP Billiton. Another piece of the jigsaw was locked in. 

 

WE HAD ALREADY BEEN INFORMED 

 

About three weeks before we sailed I had made an appointment for another member and I to 

meet with Aboriginal Affairs and Reconciliation Department staff in the hope of finding a 

resolution to the issue. When I made the appointment I was (without any prompting on my 

part) informed that AARD acknowledges that neither Native Title nor Aboriginal Heritage 

issues could stop us boating. They “would just put up a sign like at Uluru asking visitors to 

respect the Arabunna’s wishes but having no legal ability to stop us. A member had already 

had a frank discussion with a Government spokesperson who informed him that National 

Park regulations can prevent us from LAUNCHING a boat but once on the water they can’t 

stop us. She confirmed we can enter the Lake via a river or launch by helicopter  Later, 

Freedom of Information documents confirmed the above. 

 

 



We asked our media friends to lay low for a few weeks offering them a solution to our 

situation in interviews after the meeting. We honestly thought that the meeting was to discuss 

how we can achieve the Club’s objectives without embarrassing the Arabunna people. 

 

The meeting commenced in a business-like manner. One of the AARD staff had a map of 

Lake Eyre showing that no aboriginal heritage sites existed within the Lakes boundaries. 

However the SA Premier at the time had an agenda to follow in order to protect his deal with 

the Arabunna and BHP. Shortly into the meeting a representative from the Premiers Office 

appeared. Her job was to destroy the meeting, refuse to acknowledge facts and make us angry 

with the SA Govt. It worked. We reported to the media that we would be sailing within a 

week on Lake Eyre as a test of the Government’s resolve.  

 

When interviewed a few days later I was asked to comment on Grace Portolesi’s statement 

that we will be fined $50,000 if we sail. Knowing that Aboriginal Heritage legislation 

protected heritage from physical damage and not spiritual I answered “that she was 

incompetent and needs to listen to her staff”. Her next interview was known as the flicking 

ponytail one – she was not able to meet her KPA’s. A week later she went quietly away with 

the comment “it is a very complex issue”. A few months later she stuffed up again with the 

APY Lands Market Garden affair and lost the post as Minister for Aboriginal Affairs. She 

continued to be embroiled in controversy as education minister. I still stand by my 

assessment of her ability and can’t see why anyone would vote for her. 

 

Another part of this FAQ details our response to being fined for sailing. 


