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Between 1990 and 1996, Dr O'Donoghue was the inaugural Chairperson of ATSIC – the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission – and won universal admiration for her 
leadership, tenacity and integrity. A highlight was her pivotal role in the tense and complex 
negotiations which enabled the creation and passing of Prime Minister Keating’s Native Title 
legislation that rose from the High Court’s historic Mabo decision.  
 
In 1992, Dr O'Donoghue was the first Aboriginal person to address the United Nations 
General Assembly, during the launch of the United Nations International Year of Indigenous 
Peoples. 
 
In 2000, she played a key advisory role in the lead up to the Sydney Olympic Games as 
Chairperson of the Sydney Olympic Games National Indigenous Advisory Committee and a 
member of the Sydney Olympic Games Volunteers Committee. She also carried the torch 
through Uluru during the Australian leg of the relay. 
 
Dr O'Donoghue has been awarded numerous honours in recognition of her contribution to 
promoting Aboriginal rights, including: Membership of the Order of Australia (the first 
Aboriginal woman to become so); Australian of the Year in 1984; Australian National Living 
Treasure; a Papal honour from Pope John Paul II and investiture as a Dame of the Order of 
St. Gregory the Great; and the NAIDOC Lifetime Achievement Award. She has also been 
invested as a Commander of the Order of the British Empire and a Companion of the Order 
of Australia, and has received honorary doctorates from universities around Australia. 
 
After a lifetime of advocacy and resistance, Dr O'Donoghue continues to promote Aboriginal 
and Human Rights through a number of avenues. She is a patron of many health, welfare 
and social justice organisations, including Reconciliation South Australia, the Bob Hawke 
Prime Ministerial Centre and the Don Dunstan Foundation. 
 
From 2007, the Don Dunstan Foundation established an annual Lowitja O’Donoghue Oration 
here in Bonython Hall at the University of Adelaide, with Lowitja herself delivering the very 
first oration. In 2010, Australia's National Institute for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Health Research was named the Lowitja Institute in her honour and Dr O’Donoghue remains 
a patron of the Institute to this day.  
 
Dr O’Donoghue retired from public life in 2008. She turned 89 years of age last month and 
lives here in Adelaide. Her first authorised biography ‘Lowitja’ was published in September 
2020. 
 
Chancellor, I am pleased to present to you Dr Lowitja O’Donoghue, Companion of the Order 
of Australia, Commander of the Order of the British Empire, Dame of the Order of St 
Gregory the Great, for admission to the Honorary Degree of Doctor of the University 
(honoris causa). 
 


