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Edmund Rice Centre for Justice and Community Education was established by the Christian Brothers in Australia in 1996 to mark the beatification of their founder, Edmund Ignatius Rice. The Centre has been involved in reconciliation since its inception, supported the establishment of Australians for Native Title and Reconciliation (ANTaR), and is currently involved in reconciliation programs for Indigenous and non-Indigenous youth in Northern Ireland, Israel and Palestine, Africa, North-western NSW and the Kimberley. 

Towards Reconciliation 

National reconciliation is about fundamental issues of injustice that lie at the heart of our nation. Reconciliation requires more than efficient management of programs, and more than an improvement in the appalling level of social outcomes for Aboriginal Australian people. National reconciliation requires a change of heart at the very centre of national life, and recognition of the central place of indigenous people in the life of the Australian nation. A recognition that is so fundamental that as it has not been recognised,  has substantially diminished us all. 

National Reconciliation requires more than program management. However, the policy of ‘Practical Reconciliation’, that is the focus of the Federal Government’s policy in Indigenous Affairs is in fact a policy for program management with a re-focus on the health and education needs of Aboriginal people rather than the need for change in broader society. Health and education are vital priorities for a healthy and prosperous indigenous people. Indeed they are fundamental to all Australians irrespective of whether they are Aboriginal or not. These are rights as citizens, and should not be made out to be special concessions as part of the reconciliation process. 

In taking such a narrow view of reconciliation, the Government’s contribution to National Reconciliation has been, and remains, limited. It has made reconciliation conditional on the social acceptability of Indigenous Australians to the majority. It takes no account of the unique status, culture and history of Indigenous people. It holds no recognition of their custodianship of the world’s oldest living culture, nor offers a way forward to a reconciled Australia for the majority of Australia’s people. 

National Reconciliation is not about the social engineering of Aboriginal people but  about fundamental injustice – institutionally, socially and economically. In the same way, national reconciliation is not about Aboriginal people changing to adopt Western structures.

The Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation provided a number of options to achieve national reconciliation. The main one being to set up a process for a framework agreement within which to resolve matters of concern (stolen generations, compensation, native title, survival of culture for example). The Government has chosen to put these aspirations to one side and leave these issues unstructured. They remain part of the ‘unfinished business’ of the nation. 

Australia has never had a treaty or formal agreement between the original inhabitants and those who have come en masse since 1788. This sets Australia apart from other similarly founded societies – Canada, New Zealand and the United States. A treaty would be about agreement rather than division. That we currently have a Federal Government content to not address this unfinished business is a matter of deep and ongoing national shame. Reconciliation itself is part of this unfinished business. 

We believe that there are 5 steps essential to the achievement of national reconciliation:

1. Acknowledgment of Indigenous Australians as First Peoples in Australia

2. Recognition of the distinct rights and responsibilities that flow from that recognition

3. Commitment to social justice that is both formal and substantive

4. Negotiations in good faith

5. A change in power relations

Importance of the Commonwealth Response

While acknowledging many positive trends in reconciliation, Edmund Rice Centre believes that substantial progress on reconciliation is not possible without positive leadership from the Commonwealth. That leadership is absent at present. Indeed at the moment, sadly, the Commonwealth’s lack of leadership has impaired reconciliation.

This fact is evidenced by the Commonwealth’s response to the recommendations of the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation. Following extensive national consultations, the Council produced two documents: the Australian Declaration Towards Reconciliation and the Roadmap for Reconciliation, which were presented at Corroboree 2000. The Council followed this with its Final Report in December 2000, which included draft legislation as a ‘means of giving effect to’ the documents of reconciliation.

The Council’s draft legislation recognises that further progress towards national reconciliation requires formal negotiation and agreements processes to identify and resolve issues for reconciliation (‘unfinished business’), as well as formal mechanisms to benchmark and monitor progress on reconciliation. In short, without such processes, reconciliation can never be achieved.

We believe that there are 8 basic strategies to ensure the essential steps to reconciliation (outlined above) can be achieved. These are fundamental to reconciliation: 

1. national commitment and leadership;

2. support and coordination at all levels of government – local, state and national;

3. formal processes leading to binding outcomes;

4. protection of Indigenous rights;

5. ongoing regular and genuine negotiations with Indigenous people;

6. community support;

7. education and awareness;

8. adequate resources.

The absence of any of the above conditions will prevent the achievement of reconciliation. The Commonwealth’s preference to leave a number of these responses unstructured has left them unresolved and unaddressed. 

In addition, there is no separate Federal Department of Indigenous Affairs or any formal Government body to advance reconciliation is a serious flaw in the Commonwealth’s response. Instead, Indigenous Affairs is combined with Immigration and Multiculturalism – a Federal Department for those here first and those here last. Aboriginal people deserve their own Department.

Further, the actions of the Commonwealth in response to the formal reconciliation process contradict its claims of genuine support for reconciliation. Its actions suggest a different agenda where the priority appears to be to reject notions of social justice for Indigenous people that have been developed in Australia over the past 35 years. In its place is its own agenda based on an essentially assimilationist understanding of equality.

These actions regrettably serve to repeat the mistakes of history. They reflect a paternalism, albeit often with noble intent, that has been evident regularly in the past. Further to that the Prime Minister of the nation in response to Pauline Hanson’s statements often stated publicly that the ‘pendulum had swung too far’ in favour of Indigenous rights. This view is then contradicted by the Commonwealth’s own stated concern for Indigenous social outcomes, which are appalling by any international criteria and well below most Third World countries. Clearly the reality of these outcomes means that the pendulum could not possibly have swung far enough. 

98% of the Australian population would not be content with a life expectancy that is 20 years lower than the rest of the population. Yet this is precisely what Aboriginal parents are asked to accept with the birth of each Indigenous child in Australia. The pendulum has not begun to swing. This has been evidenced again by the Commonwealth’s selective response to the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation’s recommendations. It has been representative of a myopic view of history – a history which has condemned Aboriginal people to dispossession and poverty, and lives at the edges of Australian society. But under this Government that status quo situation has been offered with less resources. A serious question of justice and inequity cannot be addressed by doing less. 

What this means is that the Commonwealth’s response to Indigenous issues has not been structured to address the wrongs of history. In fact the opposite has happened. The approach to native title has been structured to erode native title. Millions have been spent in court to block native title, in comparison nothing has been spent on seeking agreements. The approach to the Stolen Generation has been structured to remove possibilities for healing, for hearing peoples’ stories, let alone compensation. 

The Government talks of partnership and mutual obligation but in language that calls on Aboriginal people to discard their Aboriginality. Ultimately, the tenor of the Government’s position is reflected in its formal response to the Council’s Final Report, delivered, scandalously, almost two years after the report was submitted. The response confirms the Government’s 4 main failures on reconciliation:

1. Failure to provide national commitment and leadership on reconciliation.

2. Failure to ensure a continuing formal reconciliation process.

3. Failure to provide adequate resources to advance reconciliation.

4. Lack of long-term strategies, targets, benchmarks and monitoring.

These failures in responding to the reconciliation process are sustained the Government’s overall broader approach on Indigenous affairs, which has 3 clear characteristics:

1. a divisive role with respect to reconciliation and Indigenous affairs issues.

2. the promotion of a false (assimilationist) view of equality and rights.

3. racially-discriminatory responses to issues such as native title.

In addition six years of ‘practical reconciliation’ have failed to deliver significant improvement in Indigenous disadvantage. Thus, by its own definition, the Government’s policy is not working. The nation needs a process of agreements that take Indigenous affairs out of the party political process at each election, and into the heart of the nation’s aspirations for its people. Useful models exist in the USA, Finland, New Zealand and Canada to point the way forward. 

The reality is that despite the Government’s entrenched opposition and lack of leadership, the human rights and social justice aspects of the reconciliation agenda will not go away. They remain items of ‘unfinished business’ and testament to the lack of commitment, vision and heart of the present Government. The Government offers Indigenous people less of the same. The path to reconciliation thus remains blocked.

Meanwhile Indigenous people die on average 20 years earlier than other Australians, traditional knowledge is being lost, communities continue to be weakened, Indigenous people’s access to their traditional lands are often blocked, and protection of their cultural sites is denied. The need of Indigenous people to have access to their culture and the practice of that culture is severely diminished. This is a fact that in turn diminishes the rest of the Australian nation. 

Such outcomes are primarily the result of the failure of Australian governments (at all levels – not just the Commonwealth) to apply appropriate policies and resources to their clear responsibilities. It is not extreme to state that Indigenous communities across the nation are facing cultural death. This is clearly not the intention of governments. It is not the intention of the current  Federal Government,  but it is certainly an effect of actions and policies that lack leadership and lack inspiration. Indigenous people and the Australian nation deserves, and needs, better than this.
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