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The Australasian Legal Information Institute (AustLII), in partnership with the Indigenous Law Centre in the 
Faculty of Law (and prior to that, the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation), has developed the Australian 
Indigenous Law Library on AustLII at <http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/special/indigenous/>. One main purpose 
of the Library is to provide in one searchable location all of the resources concerning indigenous legal issues 
on AustLII – including legislation, case-law, government reports, scholarly research and treaties – so as to 
make it possible to do more precise searches using terms that are not specific to indigenous legal issues (eg 
‘artist* or art’, ‘pastoral lease’). A search can be over all databases in the Library, any combination of them, 
or over only one. The Library makes it easy for researchers to identify and use the wide range of indigenous-
related resources both on AustLII and on other websites.  

[See the Library’s home page attached] 

Many indigenous law resources with a single search 
The Library makes it possible to search many indigenous law resources with the same search, by choosing 
any of 3 search options. The best research results can be obtained by using all options.  

 

 Databases (default option) - The Library now contains over 30,500 searchable items from the databases 
on AustLII, including approximately 6,500 cases, 11,200 items of legislation, 12,300 law journal articles 
or other research, 400 chapters of law reform, and 83 treaties. The databases are a combination of 
existing specialised databases on AustLII (eg indigenous law journals, native title cases) and ‘virtual 
databases’ extracted from all of the data on AustLII (eg case law, legislation, other law journal articles). 
The method of building virtual databases is described below under ‘How the Library Works’. The 
Library’s virtual databases are updated daily. 

 Catalog & Websearch – The Library includes a catalog of hundreds of Australian web sites concerning 
tax (located at the bottom of the Library home page). AustLII’s web spider makes the full text of about 
6,500 pages on these web sites searchable using AustLII’s search engine. 

 Law on Google – This option takes the AustLII search, converts it into a correctly formatted Google 
search, and adds to it terms which limit its scope to Australian materials concerning indigenous legal 
issues. The aim is to maximise the effectiveness of Google searches. 

Special content 
The Library contains the full text of all 97 volumes of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in 
Custody, the Bringing Them Home report, Indigenous Law Resources (IndigLRes) a database of 11,000 key 
documents since 1768, and a Timeline: Legal Developments Affecting Indigenous People since 1820.  

How the Library works 
Subject libraries are created by a methodology developed by AustLII. First, any indigenous law databases on 
AustLII are included in the Library – here, the three law journals and the Native Title Tribunal cases. Second, 
where a ‘virtual database’ can be created by editorial selection, this is not done here. Third, a broad search 
is created with expert advice (here, from the Indigenous Law Centre) to find all content within general 
databases that relates to indigenous law issues, then that expert advice is again used to decide what 
percentage of the results of the broad search are sufficiently relevant to include in ‘virtual databases’ in the 
Library (in this case, 35%) – here, used to create the case law and legislation databases, and ‘Other Law 
Journal Articles Concerning Indigenous Issues’. These virtual databases are then automatically periodically 
updated using the same expert searches and percentage reductions. (For details see G.Greenleaf 'Subject 
libraries in free access law services' in Helmut Rüßmann (Ed)  Festschrift für Gerhard Käfer, pgs 75-94, Juris 
GmbH  Saarbrücken, 2009). 

As a research output, the Library is ‘research infrastructure’, a resource developed to help improve the 
quality of current and future research in indigenous law, but this development also involves research into 
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The Australian Indigenous Law Library on AustLII 
new approaches to developing sustainable legal information systems. The key research issues are (i) how to 
find needles in haystacks: with many millions of documents on AustLII, how can you make it easier for 
researchers to only find relevant materials on indigenous law?; and (ii) how can you keep this up to date with 
very few continuing financial resources: sustainability ‘on the smell of an oily rag’. AustLII has developed a 
sustainable methodology for isolating all relevant documents in a particular subject area from its whole 
collection, building ‘virtual databases’ containing them, and rebuilding those databases every night to keep 
the Library up-to-date despite the expanding content of the broader collection. This methodology is enabling 
AustLII to build subject-specific Libraries on many topics 

Support, assistance and sponsorship for the Library 
Development of these resources has involved research since 1997, by AustLII and the Council for Aboriginal 
Reconciliation (under an ARC Linkage grant) and more recently by the Indigenous Law Centre at UNSW 
Law Faculty (under a GAOP grant from Commonwealth A-Gs). Collaborative research continues between 
AustLII and the Indigenous Law Centre into the history of the law’s effect on indigenous peoples, and 
therefore the Library’s contents. Other collaborators are welcome. 

The Library has received funding assistance from the UNSW Research Infrastructure Block Grant (RIBG) 
fund in 2007, and from the Australian Research Council from 1999-2006. Additional sponsors are welcome 
to support the ongoing development and maintenance of the Library. All sponsorship will be acknowledged 
on the Library, and on AustLII. Potential collaborators or sponsors should contact Professor Graham 
Greenleaf <graham@austlii.edu.au> or AustLII’s External Relations Manager, Annelies Moens at 
<annelies@austlii.edu.au> or on (02) 9514 4930. 

Comments and suggested concerning additional databases for the Library, and suggested links for the 
Catalog, are welcome and can be sent to <suggestions@austlii.edu.au> 

Graham Greenleaf and Philip Chung, AustLII Co-Directors, 9 November 2009 

 

 

Extract from the Timeline, 2008 
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