OCCASSIONAL ADDRESS | March 2026 UC Graduations – The Hon. Natasha Fyles
The Hon. Natasha Fyles delivered the occasional address at the Faculty of Health #1 graduation ceremony on 30 March 2026 at the National Convention Centre Canberra.
THE HON. NATASHA FYLES: I would also like to acknowledge the traditional owners; the Ngunnawal People on the land which we are gathered today for this important event and pay my respects to elders past present and emerging. Thank you Selina for the welcome to country.
It is a privilege to speak with you today and it is particularly special for me as a former student of Canberra University.
I would like to acknowledge Chancellor Lisa Paul and Vice-Chancellor Professor the Honourable Bill Shorten.
I would also like to acknowledge the academic staff. To all the family and friends, a special thank you for being here today and for the support to the students during their study.
Thirty years ago, this year I attended UC. 
I lived on campus in Old Ressies. 
Both Canberra and UC were a little different back then.
There were no mobile phones, not many students had personal computers and there was no domino’s pizza on campus which was probably a good thing. 
We used to post letters home, submit our assignments in a letterbox and I remember sending my first email from the university library, but many things were similar to university life today. 
There was a popular spoken word song in the late 1990’s “Everybody’s Free to Wear Sunscreen” and when I think back to my uni days for some reason this song comes to mind. For those of you haven’t heard of perhaps you can google it later. Google was certainly something we didn’t have when I was at uni. 
This song based on a graduation essay gave you lots of advice which you could listen to or not but encouraged you take the advice to always wear sunscreen. 
So please with what I share with you today, feel free to take it or leave it but as someone who has had a skin cancer removed relatively recently, please wear sunscreen.
I wanted to firstly share a little about myself because my story has shaped and given me the skills and outlook for the amazing opportunities I have had.
I was born on the land of Larrakia people in the Top End in 1978 the daughter of schoolteachers. I grew up in post Cyclone Tracy Darwin which was remote and isolated but wonderful. Life growing up in the 1980’s Darwin was about as different as you could get from mainstream Australia. It was a multicultural melting pot of cultures from around the world combined with the oldest living culture on earth, our Aboriginal people.
I grew up in a house where public policy was discussed at the dinner table and have always been interested in politics; I joined the Labor Party at 15. 
Attending Uni in Canberra I was also able to see how unique my upbringing was and what a more typical ‘down south’ Australia looked like. 
Being a long airplane flight from home meant weekends and uni holidays were often spent at friend’s houses in Sydney, rural NSW or at the coast. I made lifelong friends at UC who are scattered all over Australia and the world but many of whom I still keep in touch with today.
Not only while I was in Canberra did I get my qualifications, but I had my views challenged, built more resilience and appreciated that my home was the Northern Territory.
My first formal path into politics was an opportunity to be an advisor for a Minister. This allowed me to take my interest in politics and public policy into my career. This also provided me with an opportunity to learn from others who were strong leaders; seeing them up close and how they handled different circumstances. For me as a natural leader it can be hard but sometimes stepping back and letting someone else lead allows you to learn and develop. 
Pregnant with my second son I was planning on returning to teaching when I was asked to run for Parliament.
At first, I said no but then I thought you can find every reason to say no but these types of opportunities don’t come along often so at about 38 weeks pregnant I decided to run for the Northern Territory Parliament. Not great timing so just remember timing isn’t always ideal but grab those opportunities when they come.
I had people question my choice of running for Parliament pregnant, in fact some described it as a ‘condition’ but family and friends supported me. I thought what an opportunity and the fact that a community would accept a woman who was pregnant to stand for parliament reflected how far we have come. 
I was privileged enough to be elected and went on to represent the electorate of Nightcliff in the NT Parliament for 12 years. When Labor won government in 2016, I took on the role of Attorney General and Minister for Health. Later I was privileged to be elected by my colleagues to the role of Chief Minister of the Northern Territory.
The Northern Territory is often referred to as the last frontier and known as a bit of bloke’s place, but it was the first place to have a majority of female members of parliament and the first female majority cabinet both of which I was part of.
In politics the health portfolio is seen as a poisoned chalice, but I would disagree with this highlighting several former health ministers who have gone on to be Premiers and Chief Ministers in Australia. 
I held the role of health Minister for 7 1/2 years and even as when I became Chief Minister I kept the Health Ministry. 
As health graduates here today you all want to make a difference in the lives of those you care for. University of Canberra has given your world class skills with your qualifications, but I believe it is also important as a health professional that you understand your patient and their individual situation.
My son Henry who was born during my first election campaign was diagnosed when he was one year old with a rare spinal cord tumour. We sought out treatment in both Australia and the United States. 
His diagnosis allowed me to have an intimate knowledge of the health system as a consumer. 
We had amazing care form our hospital and services in the Territory.
We also travelled interstate many times to seek medical care for Henry. 
At times as a family, we struggled, and I thought if I’m struggling as a university educated Mum with access to support and resources how does someone who doesn’t have this support or where English is a second language manage this? 
Evidence shows those from remote and regional locations have markedly different health outcomes with shorter life expectancy, a higher rate of disease burden and higher rates of chronic conditions.
My son’s health journey has also shown me how segregated the health system can be. We constantly have to share his story to different clinicians, advocate for him and essentially project manager his healthcare.
Growing up in a remote area and my son’s health journey are just two of the many experiences that have shaped me as a leader.
As a leader you get the opportunity to make a difference. Understanding what drives you and the change you want to make is important. You can’t be everything to everybody so have your priorities. 
For me it was investment in health infrastructure, mental health services, cancer care and health workforce, always with a focus on equity and access for all - no matter where they live. 
My son’s diagnosis has taught me lessons about inclusion. 
He, like most teenagers enjoys his sport, friends and tells me every day he finds school boring! 
Having a spinal cord injury has though excluded him from activities. Seeing this firsthand I try to ensure those marginalised can be included. 
Connect with those around you…your team, your patients, their families. Remember the patient is a person. Their story is important.

Remembering the person means when things are stressful or busy it can remind you why you are here. Your purpose. This can motivate you when times are difficult. 
Each day especially in health you can have a positive impact on someone’s life. We can all remember that time someone went out of their way to give you that little extra care or time.
As the daughter of schoolteachers, I regularly still have people let me know that my parents were their teachers decades ago and they still remember the positive impact they made on their life. 
Don’t underestimate the difference you can make even as one small part of the large health system.
I had the privilege of chairing Health COAG (all the Health ministers) during Covid. I was asked to take on this role in the November before Covid. Normally a Minister undertakes if for 12 months and there is usually two meetings; let’s just say I chaired many more meetings than that and lost count once we hit 100. 
I think this was where I really learnt it doesn’t matter what your title says, Minister, department secretary or officials…respect and kindness is important. I had to Chair in a way that managed stressful times but allowed different views to be heard.
I was also minister responsible for the Centre for National Resilience at Howard Springs which through a team effort provided a repatriation pathway for 1000’s of Australians with no cases of community transmission of Covid. 
Additionally, as a Minister I had responsibility for leading emergency management responses, including natural disasters, social issues and in my role as Health Minister was a member of the State Emergency Management Committee in the NT.
Remember failure and resilience are a part of life and how you handle stressful situations will show others more about you than the good times. Resilience I believe is one of the most important attributes an individual can have. 
If you can work through adversity, it will build your strength and your belief in yourself. I am sure many of you graduating here today faced hurdles that felt insurmountable at the time but here you are graduating today.
I strongly believe everything happens for a reason; you just might not see that at the time. 
In 2024, I lost my seat in Parliament on preferences by 30 odd votes. I had held the safest seat in the Territory for the previous two elections. However, I was conscious after losing I had two teenagers watching how I handled this moment in my life. 
How I handled it would not only impact me but also make an impression on them at such a formative age. 
I had support, good friends and I am extremely happy with my new opportunities but that fork in the road moment took resilience. 
I had built that resilience over my lifetime. 
So back to that Sunscreen song of the late 1990’s and some practical day to day tips that I have found have helped me:
Be organised; Use your diary and write lists.
Manage your time well; I plan my day, week, month and year…being organised keeps me disciplined and allows me to handle the complexity. I am more productive. I am still flexible but in chaos I know I have achieved something. 
Look after yourself; you can’t help others if you aren’t in a good place. For me it’s been regular exercise even if that means rising at 5am to achieve it. Occasionally it means a vanilla slice.
Maintain friendships. I am proud that I have maintained friendships over many years. There were times I didn’t see people as much as I wanted but they knew I valued them even if we didn’t catch up often.
Care about your community; it’s the simple things - say hello to the staff at your supermarket or the people walking their dog. Engaging with those around you can makes you feel part of something.
Volunteer; even when I was the Chief Minister I would run water for the kids footy team or volunteer at our local parkrun event. 
Practical not perfect - achieving something can be more valuable than achieving nothing because you were aiming for the perfect.
Life is a marathon not a sprint; things take time. Perseverance and consistency pay off.
Do one thing every day that challenges you; this creates a sense of accomplishment.
Be tolerant and embrace those who are different. 
We often talk about a world that needs to be kinder, but what we don’t discuss enough is tolerance. 
Social media is only exacerbating this by providing echo chambers. I am always keen to understand when someone has a different view. 
This will help you potentially influence them to your view or shape your view to be more inclusive. 
Sometimes conversations are difficult and you can’t always deliver what people want. They might not like what you say but they will respect you being strong enough to have the difficult conversation. 
Celebrate the good times and the amazing things you will do in your career. 
You have earnt your place at that table or in that room. 
Don’t worry we all have imposter syndrome. I never thought I would camp in the outback with Ambassador Caroline Kennedy, travel on the Prime Minister’s plane or Chair the Premiers of Australia at the Council of Australian Federation.
Life is an adventure. 
The qualifications you have gained will guide you, but what will define you in your career is your story and your attitude. 
As you graduate today you are now at the table, in the room and leading the way. Congratulations.
Go well Canberra University Graduates of 2026.


