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AN INTERVIEW

WITH ROBYNNE QUIGGIN	
		                                  

by Robert McCreery

Robynne Quiggin is descended from 
the Wiradjuri people of central western 
New South Wales. She has worked as 
a solicitor, senior policy officer and  
lecturer in Indigenous legal issues. 
In addition, she has participated in 
various international forums addressing 
Indigenous Knowledge, biodiversity and 
human rights issues. Robynne is currently 
the Senior Manager of the Australian 
Securities & Investments Commission’s 
Indigenous Outreach Program.

You have been a lawyer for many years. What made you 
want to study law and be a practising lawyer? 

It was a combination of great people, both inspiring and 
supportive, and an internal moral compass that desired 
a fair, just and kind world. 

I saw law as one of the key mechaanisms driving society 
and social change—I was brought up with a deep belief 
that everyone was entitled to opportunity and support 
in life, and that it was the job of the legal and political 
structures in society to provide that opportunity and 
support. I saw a lot of injustice in the world, and had 
been on the receiving end of some. I found that a very 
disempowering experience and I saw law as a way of 
becoming more personally empowered and a way to 
make a positive contribution to equality and justice 
for other people. I also saw the legal system impact on 
friends and family, and I was aware that we all felt it was 
an inaccessible, confusing system that often served the 
interests of anyone but us. 

One of the key influences was the time I saw Marcia 
Langton on telly in my twenties. She was talking 
passionately about land rights and the importance of 
using education to achieve outcomes for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples. Her passion and direct 

manner resonated with me, and left a lasting impression. 
Jenny Munroe was another Aboriginal woman who 
inspired me for her tireless community work, and the 
particular kindness she showed me at a couple of rough 
times in my own life. 

I wasn’t convinced I wanted to practice when I first 
started studying, and it was really the encouragement 
of people including Angus Corbett at UNSW, barristers 
Jim Macken, John Parnell, Sarah Pritchard and Susan 
Phillips and my family that encouraged me to give it a 
go. I then started to meet women solicitors like Margaret 
Donaldson, my boss at the Human Rights Commission. 
She had this incredible methodical way of thinking, great 
intellect and impressive yarns about the High Court. I also 
met Terri Janke in her first years of legal practice. She was 
writing Our Culture: Our Future, bringing up babies and 
planning to set up her own business. That's a tall order, 
and I remain in awe of her focus, generosity of spirit, and 
good humour! My first job as a solicitor was with Terri 
Janke & Company. Everybody’s first job in a profession 
is a period ‘with training wheels’ and it was great to have 
that opportunity with such an innovative lawyer. 

Having this encouragement from practitioners and seeing 
people working in their fields made legal practice feel 
more accessible and achievable. 

Photo by Kerstin Styche. Image courtesy of AIATSIS Audiovisual Archive.
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Prior to joining ASIC you worked as a consultant on many 
issues including intellectual property and you've also been 
an academic. What are the most useful skills you learnt 
while in those roles?

Working with the law has taught me to think in a 
systematic way, it disciplined my thinking. I didn’t like that 
at first, I wanted more freedom and flexibility. I wanted 
it to be ‘the vibe your honour’ like in The Castle, but 
studying law is a discipline and while it can be stretched 
to accommodate different arguments, it’s like an elastic 
band that can only be stretched so far. There were times I 
was quite disappointed and disillusioned by the limitations 
and it felt quite confining. 

Working as an intellectual property lawyer, mostly for 
Indigenous clients was a wonderful way to utilise the 
law for the protection of culture, knowledge and artistic 
expression. Intellectual property laws are not without their 
limits when it comes to Indigenous culture because they're 
designed to protect economic rights, but it’s important to 
maximise the use of all the tools we have at our disposal. 
So, apart from the technical legal skills I learned, I also 
learned how to use the strengths and weaknesses of the 
legal tools available. 

In a similar way, academia allowed a kind of creativity, 
thoughtfulness and capacity for reflection and debate that 
isn’t always available when it comes to applying the law in 
practice. Again, there’s a need for discipline and rigour, but 
the absence of the need for clients and turning the income 
over to keep a business afloat gives a different dynamic 
to the workplace. I don’t want to give the impression 
that academic life is without restrictions, because there is 
always the need to balance teaching and research. Research 
is incredibly important to the development of Indigenous 
policy and I greatly admire the Indigenous researchers 
who provide a platform for sound policy development.

You’re currently working as the Senior Manager on the 
ASIC Indigenous Outreach Program. How did you become 
involved in this area of law?

My first experience with consumer rights and financial 
literacy opened my eyes to the importance of financial 
inclusion to ensure a safe, comfortable life. Many family 
disputes and crimes are linked to financial pressures, 
and freedom from financial stress allows us to be 
creative, happier and more active in other areas of life. 
So, while we’re often talking about money and financial 
arrangements, we’re really talking about rights and 
quality of life.

One of the first jobs I had as a consultant and later 
solicitor-director of Vincent-Quiggin Legal & Consulting 
Services was to work on resources providing information 
about banking and credit for Indigenous people. I was 
invited to undertake the work by a dear school friend, 
Gordon Renouf, a lawyer with many years of experience 
in consumer policy, legal services, stakeholder engagement 
and campaign communications. 

I began by writing a comic for Streetwize Communications 
(commissioned by ASIC) about banking and credit issues 
for Indigenous consumers, and then Gordon and I co-
wrote ASIC's publication Dealing with Book-Up: A Guide 
and the shorter version Dealing with Book-Up: Key Facts. It 
was great to work with Gordon because he has so much 
experience in this area, and I really learned a lot. 

I was really inspired by the people I met working to assist 
and empower Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People 
to exercise their rights as consumers. I was also shocked 
to learn of the kinds of practices people were subject to 
including the ways they are targeted by unscrupulous 
traders. The common practice of holding consumers’ 
ATM cards and insisting they disclose their PINs in order 
to access the informal credit known as ‘book up’ remains 
one of the most problematic. 

It's an interesting area of law with lots of intellectual and 
practical challenges to keep lawyers interested. It also 
has a practical impact on people's day to day lives, which 
is attractive to those of us interested in using our skills 
to improve conditions for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander People. I manage a terrific, committed team who 
really care about getting good outcomes. 

What is ASIC’s ‘MoneySmart’ all about?

MoneySmart is ASIC's consumer website. It has tips 
and tools to help people make the most of their money. 
It's free and easy to navigate. The website has more than 
25 calculators and apps and explains money concepts 
through case studies, videos and quizzes. It has a special 
section to help Indigenous consumers. ASIC is the 
regulator of financial services and has a focus on three 
outcomes: confident and informed investors and financial 
consumers; fair and efficient financial markets; and, 
efficient registration and licensing. 

What kind of information do you provide for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander People about money?

ASIC's Indigenous Outreach Program works to assist 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People to be 
confident and informed consumers, and we want them 
to be able to operate in fair and efficient markets. Access 
to financial products like banking services, insurance 
and credit products and superannuation is important to 
everyone. We all need these services. Our work focuses 
on informing consumers in urban, rural and remote areas 
about financial products and encouraging them to make 
informed decisions about them. 

We have a suite of Indigenous specific publications which 
are available online and can be provided free of charge 
in hardcopy. We also deliver workshops and provide 
information to individual consumers, organisations and 
government. 

There are a number of organisations and government 
departments providing financial literacy information 
and programs to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Peoples on the ground and we work closely with them. 
Programs like ‘My Moola’, recently launched by First 
Nations Foundation are designed for face to face delivery 
to community members in a culturally appropriate 
way. Other organisations such as ICAN and Centacare 
(Wilcannia-Forbes) provide financial counselling and 
practical information to community members, and we 
really value their work. FaHCSIA also funds Money 
Management Workers who are generally working in 
organisations providing assistance to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander consumers. All these agencies provide face 
to face services, and we try to support them with resources, 
information and referrals about regulatory issues.

We value the stakeholders delivering these programs and 
encourage Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples to 
participate in them. We encourage these organisations to 
bring us the regulatory issues impacting on their clients. 
For example, if a community is targeted by poor practice 
or unlawful conduct we rely on our relationships with 
stakeholders working directly with individual Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people to report this conduct 
so we can take action.

The information we provide to individual consumers is 
tailored to their particular circumstances, but there are 
some fundamental messages that serve everyone well. For 
example, we suggest everyone think about their needs, 
review the amount of money coming in and prioritise 
spending, get as informed as you can and don't sign 
anything before you understand it and have had a chance 
to think it over. We strongly advise people to resist pressure 
selling, especially door to door sales practices. There are 

some great 'Do Not Knock' campaigns providing stickers 
for people to put on their door, and providing suggestions 
on ways to handle pushy salespeople. We also encourage 
people to have aspirations, and make the best use of their 
money whether they have a lot or a little. 

How do you make sure the information is accessible?

A big part of our work is thinking about how to make 
complex (and I confess, sometimes a bit boring) 
information about financial products accessible, relevant 
and interesting. We use different forms of media including 
radio and online resources and we are exploring using 
social media. 

What advice do you have for young Indigenous women 
wanting to work in the legal profession?

Give it a go!! You have nothing to lose! Don’t be put off 
or discouraged by people who tell you it’s hard. Talk to 
women who are working in the profession, talk to women 
who will encourage you, give it a go and see if you like it!! 
If you don’t like it, don’t worry, there are so many other 
things to do with a law degree and you’ll never regret 
having given it a go, and you will learn new skills. If you 
like it, so much the better!!

Aside from your area of work, what do you think is the 
greatest challenge facing Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander People in terms of the law?

I think the greatest legal challenge is addressing the 
underlying discrimination that still afflicts Australian 
society. I sometimes despair at the rising number of 
Indigenous people who are incarcerated and continue to 
die in jail. I am at a loss to understand why no individual 
has ever been found culpable for any of the appallingly 
high number of cases of our people who have died in 
custody. I am also shocked that when we finally had 
successful prosecution of racial vilification, so many 
people raised freedom of speech arguments rather than 
celebrating a judicial finding that we are not allowed to 
racially vilify each other. 

The underlying and remaining challenge is removing all 
discrimination against people based on their identity as 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and the ways 
people express that identity—institutional discrimination 
does seem to be surprisingly intractable. There have 
been so many advances, so much great work, great art, 
great writing, great thinking, great partnerships and 
extraordinary goodwill among Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
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Islander people and the broader Australian community, 
but there are also incidents of discrimination that harm, 
hurt, discourage and disadvantage people. We need to 
remain vigilant in our recognition of these incidents and 
our objection to them. On a final note, it’s not a legal 
challenge, but I also think we need to keep focused on 
the good news: the new ways of thinking about education 

and economic development, active maintenance of 
language and culture, engagement with international 
rights discourse and other achievements of individuals, 
communities and organisations. We’re coming up to the 
Deadlys again, and I look back at the NAIDOC awards and 
am reminded that we really have amazing people doing 
some outstanding work.  
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