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15 November 2002

The Secretariat

Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee

Room S1.61, Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

RE: Inquiry on progress towards national reconciliation, including the adequacy and effectiveness of the Commonwealth's response.

From:

Reconciliation for Western Sydney Inc.

P.O. Box 806

Granville NSW 2142

Contact: 

Richard and Maria Maguire

18 Sturdee Street

Wentworthville NSW 2142

Phone: (02) 9896 3839

Fax (02) 9896 3904

email info@unfoldingfutures.net

In view of this inquiry's terms of reference, our submission will restrict itself to comments on the Commonwealth Government's response to the three documents mentioned in the terms of reference.  However we feel that the committee should be aware that the Government's relationship to the reconciliation process extends to all of its actions and words since it took office.  In our opinion, the current government has consistently actively worked to hinder the process of creating understanding and harmony between Aboriginal Australians and those whose origins are from outside this continent.  We are saddened to perceive that the Government's responses to the three documents in question are consistent with most of its words and actions generally.

On reading the reports of the Social Justice Commissioner of 2000 and 2001, we find that these reports do an excellent job of reporting both the nature of the issues faced by Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians in their search for reconciliation and concern for the common good.  In addition the Commissioner reports documents in great detail the Commonwealth Government's track record (or lack of one) in dealing with these issues.  In our opinion the Commonwealth Government, including its "Minister for Reconciliation" remain a significant block to reconciliation in this nation, not only by their lack of positive action, but by their continual activity and rhetoric which denies and belittles the concerns of those like ourselves and others who are working on the ground with many Australians of a large variety of views and backgrounds.  The Social Justice commissioner details both the lack of positive and the presence of the negative in his reports, and we recommend them to your detailed study.  

In addition we would like to make a few more points regarding the Government's activities in respect of reconciliation in the past several years.

"Strategy to Sustain the Reconciliation Process"

The Government has failed to provide material and symbolic leadership toward reconciliation that the first strategy explicitly called for.  This is apparent above all in the lack of words or actions that we are aware of through which the government has attempted to promote understanding between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians. As well, the government waited over two years to provide its response to the Declaration, and when it finally did in the middle of this year it emphasized what it disagreed with in the recommendations, what it was not going to do about the recommendations and spoke of no targets, goals or bringing even its own statements into effect. 

The government's "Revised Declaration" itself lacks credibility.  Not only did the government's response take over two years in the preparation, it certainly can not claim to represent community opinion more accurately than the CAR Declaration of Reconciliation.  The Document of Reconciliation arose out of a nationwide process lasting over a year across Australia.  Our organisation organised two events in our local area which brought together well over a hundred people on two afternoons.  As well, many of our members were involved in facilitating others of these sessions, some of them lasting a full day.  We heard and documented in detail the responses of the community toward the draft declaration.  There were a large number of criticisms and suggestions from both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people, which we transmitted to the CAR.  We were impressed with how much the CAR included these concerns in its final draft.  The government's proposed "Revised Declaration" did not include any community input that we are aware of into its content.  It appears to arise entirely from within the government.  Therefore it reflects very little interest on the part of the government in encouraging community debate and understanding.  Furthermore its attempt to replace the widely based CAR document with its own shows contempt for the work of the CAR and also of thousands of citizens, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, who have spent much effort in attempting to understand and make proposals on the issues involved. 

The government's "Revised Declaration" did not add any points of implementation that were not in the original CAR Declaration.  It thus symbolised a lack of leadership, a style of reacting to and denying the validity of what others were saying, without providing for positive actions of its own on the issues raised or proposals made.

The only action we know of in terms of supporting the reconciliation process has been a one-off funding for Reconciliation Australia with a one off grant that amounts to about one-half that of the Council on Reconciliation's budget for six months of its existence.  Since the government has repeatedly emphasised the process of reconciliation will take many years, this funding decision might painfully show that this government does not intend to seriously support the process of reconciliation. 

Also the Government does not provide any information on when it will, if ever, give formal recognition to the Documents of Reconciliation which the CAR delivered to it at the reconciliation celebration in 2000.

We are not aware of any government statements admitting the need for change and new policy directions in order to address the need for change and new policy directions. We don't know of policies that indicate any move or intent to modify any policies and practices in response to the Declaration and its first national strategy to, including 

· the need for more extensive educational efforts regarding reconciliation and racism in the general public or in the schools. 

· establishing protocols for appropriate ceremonies including indigenous in official events (it simply says "only when appropriate" with no mention of how it will establish what is "appropriate").

· discussion about replacing "Australia Day" with a new and more inclusive celebration of the nation.

· Supporting a public debate about a treaty, the possibility of reparation payments (as other countries had to do) and other "unfinished business".

"Strategies to Overcome Disadvantage"

The CAR made a number of proposals to assist Aboriginal Australians to overcome the disadvantages under which they have lived and worked for many years in Australia, including many which have arisen directly and documentably through Commonwealth and state government actions.  To date we have seen nothing from the government which indicates any intention to develop a strategy or actions to do so such as

· Legislation to assist in protecting the intellectual or cultural property rights of Aboriginal people (cf. Strategy 2)

· Legislation to rehabilitate lands and waters which are now under Aboriginal control, but which have been damaged as a result of government or private actions of non-indigenous people, including mining, pastoral activities or property development, pollution, etc.

· Providing any funding beyond what has already been provided for general funding for education.  In view of the fact that the Aboriginal community's development generally has been hindered by past government policies, such funding would not represent giving special rights not enjoyed by others, but creating a base for an even start for everyone.

· Serious promotion of and investment in appropriate vocational training and employment opportunities in urban and rural areas and in the establishment of workable business models and partnerships on Indigenous owned land

Aboriginal Deaths in custody

We would like to bring your attention to the Social Justice commissioners report of 2000 on this subject in which he states

Commissioner Dodson referred to a six stage plan for implementation of the Royal Commission recommendations by government departments:
1) Reviewing current activities

2) Developing policies and programs

3) Setting goals or targets

4) Allocating responsibility for implementation

5) Ensuring adequate communication and training supports the plans; and

6) Establishing evaluation mechanisms.
The implementation process for the Royal Commission has rarely moved beyond this first stage. 
That is: the government can point to little or nothing that it has done to implement the Royal Commission's report other than to gather information on current activities.  As well our information through a wide variety of sources, including the news media, does not indicate that the Government has engaged in any activities beyond the first stage.  This inactivity unfortunately seems to be entirely consistent with the continual stream of denials, and expenditure of millions of dollars by the government in fighting any sort of attempts by Aboriginal people to gain redress for any problems including land title and the stolen generation.  

In conclusion

We feel that it is time the government begin to do what John Howard promised on the day he was elected "to govern for all Australians".  This is something which in the case of reconciliation he has significantly not only failed to do, but done much to create division, fear, misconceptions and despair in the hearts of many, both black and white.  We can not emphasise how much this government has caused many in Australia with whom we are personally acquainted to feel ashamed to be a part of a nation which has been governed so inhumanely.  We can not recall a time in our memories where the actions of an Australian government, of whatever party has caused so many to feel this way.

We believe that the feelings of many regarding the governments intransigent and misleading actions in 1997 concerning Native Title was one of the factors which led to the overwhelming community response to an information evening which our group organised in Parramatta on that subject.  In the words of one of the councillors, "It was the largest meeting in the Town Hall, with the best community atmosphere which I have experienced in my 60 plus years of living in Parramatta."  One could say that the federal Government's negativity has caused many to work positively.  But given the long term concern of Australians for the fair go, we can only believe that positive action by the government would have been even more productive for "all Australians".

Our organisation has members from various local government areas in Western Sydney and has worked tirelessly on issues of reconciliation in the general public. We have organised large public events, made presentations at schools, churches, community events and worked closely with councils regarding Aboriginal policies and other matters, including community festivals and heritage issues. We have organised and facilitated seven courses on reconciliation with our local community college and supported local schools, teachers and students to engage in specific projects highlighting indigenous history and achievements in the area and beyond. We have received a few grants from local councils but mostly depend on the goodwill and resources of volunteers. We have also participated in other local and regional events.

We look forward to receiving your report and recommendations for action.

Yours sincerely

Richard and Maria Maguire

On behalf of Reconciliation for Western Sydney Inc.

