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ADDRESS TO THE WORKING GROUP ON INDIGENOUS POPULATIONS

GENEVA. AUGUST 19£?

1987 REPRESENTS A SIGNIFICANT MILESTONE FOR INDIGENOUS PEOPLES
within A wustralia, For in this year, we celebrate the 20th
ANNIVERSARY OF CONSTITUTIONAL REFORM WHICH GAVE THE AUSTRALIAN
Federal Government, for the first time, legal powers in respect

of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders,

This year will also be remembered in A ustralia as the year
that the Federal Government announced significant plans for
the restructuring of arrangements for the delivery of special
programs for indigenous peoples, The Federal Government
expenditure allocated for the advancement of A ustralian
250,000 A boriginals for 1986/87 is in the order of $500

million.

On 14 July of this year the Prime M inister of A wustralia
announced exciting new plans to establish a National Commission
WHICH WILL PROVIDE, FOR THE FIRST TIME, A CO-ORDINATED FOCAL
point for Aboriginal and Islander advancement programs. This
Commission will bring together, under the one Awuthority,
THE FUNCTIONS AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE VARIOUS FEDERAL

bodies dedicated to Aboriginal programs.

It is now 20 years since the people of Awustralia passed,
BY AN OVERWHELMING MAJORITY VOTE, AN  AMENDMENT TO THE
Constitution that allowed the Federal Government, for the
FIRST TIME, TO MAKE SPECIAL LAWS FOR ITS INDIGENOUS PEOPLES,

the Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islanders.

We in Awustralia have therefore been taking the opportunity
to reassess what has been achieved in the area of indigenous
affairs over the last 20 years, and to identify what remains

TO BE-DONE.



This activity is timely because nfxt year. 1988, will be
the 200th year of European settlement in Australia. For
Australia®s Aboriginals, it I1s a matter of considerable
contention and debate as to whether they should participate
IN NEXT year®s CELEBRATIONS.

It 1S NOT MY INTENT, HOWEVER, TO CANVASS SUCH ISSUES TODAY.
Rather | would like to review for you some of the developments
OF THE LAST 20 YEARS - THAT IS, THE YEARS OF FEDERAL GOVERNMENT
INVOLVEMENT ““AND TO CONSIDER WHAT STILL NEEDS TO BE DONE.

IT IS OUR HOPE THAT OUTLINING THE AUSTRALIAN EXPERIENCE WILL
help the Working Group in its deliberations,

Aboriginal people have made a lot of progress in the last
two decades. Without doubt, there is still a 1long, hard
road ahead before all Aboriginals can truly see themselves

as enjoying conditions equal to those enjoyed by the majority

of Australian society. But Aboriginal achievement over the
PAST 20 YEARS HAS BEEN ENORMOUS BY ANY MEASUREMENT AND FROM
ALMOST ANY VIEWPOINT.

We  HAVE  CERTAINLY PROGRESSED = FAR  BEYOND THE DAYS OF
PATERNALISM, WHEN SOMEONE ELSE DICTATED THE DIRECTIONS WE
SHOULD TAKE. As A RESULT, ABORIGINAL PEOPLE THEMSELVES ARE
NOW BETTER ABLE TO MAKE THEIR OWN DECISIONS ON HOW THEY ARE
TO LIVE AND DETERMINE THEIR FUTURES. $ELF“MANAGEMENT AND
SELF-SUFFICIENCY ARE THE BASIC CONCEPTS OF MODERN AUSTRALIAN
POLICY APPROACHES FOR ITS INDIGENOUS PEOPLE,

OF COURSE THERE IS SOME DISAPPOINTMENT AT THE PACE OF CHANGE,
THE OBVIOUS NEED FOR MORE ACTION AND THE FACT THAT SOME CASES
OF RACISM AGAINST ABORIGINALS STILL EXIST. BUT THE [IMPORTANT
THING IS THAT THERE HAS BEEN AND THERE WILL CONTINUE TO BE,
CHANGE FOR THE BETTER.

There are no simple solutions in meeting the <challenges of



A RACE OF PEOPLE WHO ARE IN DEEP TRANSITION, WHOSE TRADITIONAL
LIFE STYLES HAVE BEEN SO SEVERELY DISRUPTED, AND WHO MUST
IN A SHORT SPACE OF TIME ~ SHORT COMPARED WITH THE 40,000
YEARS  THEY HAVE OCCUPIED OUR  COUNTRY - MAKE PROFOUND
ADJUSTMENTS IN THEIR LIVING SITUATION,

Australia still has to come to terms with its attitudes towards
Aboriginals, Australians generally cannot comprehend the
ENORMOUS FACTORS THAT CONFRONT THE ABORIGINAL PEOPLE IN THEIR
PAST AND PRESENT  SITUATION. It SEEMS THE GUILT FACTOR
PREDOMINATES AND CLOUDS THEIR VISION.

One way of achieving reconciliation between black and white
in Australia would be through a treaty between the Australian
Government and the Aboriginal people, No such treaty was
negotiated when Australia was colonised 200 years ago, In
recent years, a number of reports have been produced supporting
the concept of a treaty. The most recent of these was 1ssued
on 20 July by an advising committee to the Constitutional
Commission.

That report states that it was time for specific recognition
to be given to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders and
recommended that the Federal Government be given the power
to make "compacts'" with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people. This recognises their wunique status as the original

inhabitants of the continent of Australia.

The report proposes that the Australian Constitution be amended
to provide a base for such '"compacts'. This would of course
require a further national referendum.

A compact or treaty could encompass such matters as

- THE RECOGNITION OF PRIOR ABORIGINAL OWNERSHIP

QUESTIONS RELATING TO COMPENSATION FOR DISPOSSESSION;



- CI_

- RECOGNITION OF ABORIGINAL CUSTOMARY LAW WITHIN AUSTRALIAN
LAW; AND

- ACCEPTANCE AND USE OF ABORIGINAL LANGUAGE AND CULTURE
AS AN INTEGRAL PART OF THE AUSTRALIAN LIFESTYLE.

Aboriginal Australians have the same legal rights as all
other Australians, including universal adult suffrage, rights
of access to health, educational and other services,
entitlement to social security benefits, the same employment
conditions and industrial protection, the right to purchase

and own land and to live where they wish.

Various groups of people, including many Aboriginals, have
argued that the Federal Government should assume sole and
total responsibility for all matters relating to Aboriginal

Australians. Since the 1967 referendum there has, at tinmes,
been much criticism of the Federal Government for not
exercising what some see as its "*Constitutional
responsibility”. The fact 1s, however, that responsibility
continues - and ought to continue - to be shared between
the Federal and State Governments. In providing services

to all their citizens, the State Governments have an obligation
to provide for Aboriginal Australians just as they have an
obligation to all others.

S0, IN ADDITION TO MAKING FUNDS AVAILABLE TO ABORIGINAL
ORGANISATIONS FOR SPECIAL AND DEDICATED SERVICES, THE FEDERAL
Government - as a fundamental objective - insists that services
PROVIDED BY STATE GOVERNMENTS SHOULD BE AVAILABLE EQUALLY

to Aboriginals as to other citizens.

Successive Federal Governments have, for their part, accepted
AND ACTED UPON THE RESPONSIBILITY OF TAKING SPECIAL MEASURES
TO ACCELERATE ABORIGINAL ACCESS TO SERVICES AND TO PROVIDE
A BASE FOR FURTHER ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND LEGAL ADVANCEMENT.
Twenty years ago, there were no special Commonwealth programs

for Aboriginals, Now there are a whole range of them,



ADDRESSING ON THE BROAD FRONT THE NEED TO OVERCOME ABORIGINAL
DISADVANTAGE.

Many of these programs are aimed at providing essential basic
SERVICES WHERE NONE EXISTED BEFORE AND WHICH OTHER MEMBERS
OF THE COMMUNITY HAVE BEEN ABLE TO TAKE FOR GRANTED, THROUGH
THESE PROGRAMS MAJOR ADVANCES HAVE BEEN ACHIEVED IN HOUSING,
EDUCATION, TRAINING, BUSINESS ENTERPRISES, BROADCASTING,
HEALTH AND LEGAL SERVICES AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT, We
ARE PLEASED TO NOTE THESE ADVANCES HAVE BEEN RECOGNISED AND
COMMENTED UPON IN THE REPORT PRESENTED TO THE WORKING GROUP
YESTERDAY BY Mr JUSTICE LACH ON BEHALF OF THE [INDEPENDENT

Commission on International and Humanitarian issues,

Quite dramatic results which have been achieved, with
PARTICULAR EMPHASIS ON COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT OVER THE LAST
FEW YEARS, INHERENT IN THESE PROGRAMS IS THE BUILDING OF
A MORE SECURE FUTURE FOR ABORIGINAL PEOPLE, PROVIDING THEM
WITH A SOLID FOUNDATION FOR FUTURE ACHIEVEMENT AND A CHOICE
OF OPTIONS NOT PREVIOUSLY AVAILABLE,

There is a recognition that the work is far from over.
Aboriginal people in many parts of Australia are still living
under conditions which must be remedied, The Government

is aware of this and will continue in its efforts.

In RECENT TIMES THERE HAS BEEN MUCH COMMENT AND SPECULATION
ON CAUSES FOR THE SUDDEN INCREASE IN THE NUMBER OF DEATHS
of Aboriginals in custody. This development has been alarming,
AND CLEARLY REQUIRES PROPER AND DETAILED [INVESTIGATION, BOTH

Federal and State Governments have made an initial response.

State Governments have instigated their own inquiries while

the Australian Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission

has been requested by the Australian Government to inquire
into and investigate police/Aboriginal relations and the
circumstances surrounding Aboriginal deaths in custody, That

inquiry will be headed by three Superior Court judges,



It is important that the willpower to keep the impetus of
ACHIEVEMENT BE SHOWN AT ALL LEVELS: GOVERNMENT (BOTH FEDERAL
and States); the Australian public; and, not least, Aboriginal
PEOPLE THEMSELVES. To DATE, SUCCESSIVE FEDERAL GOVERNMENTS
HAVE DEMONSTRATED THEIR WILLINGNESS TO ACCEPT THIS
RESPONSIBILITY, AND STATE GOVERNMENTS, TO VARIOUS DEGREES,
ARE DOING THEIR BIT. I BELIEVE THE GENERAL PUBLIC IN AUSTRALIA
IS STILL PREPARED TO SUPPORT PROGRAMS TO OVERCOME DISADVANTAGE,
THOUGH IT HAS TO BE SAID THAT SUPPORT FOR CONCEPTS SUCH AS
LAND RIGHTS, APPEARS TO HAVE DIMINISHED OVER RECENT YEARS.

Aboriginals are more and more in postions to influence their
OWN DESTINY. It IS VITAL THAT THEY ACCEPT THIS RESPONSIBILITY
ON BEHALF OF FELLOW ABORIGINALS, *1IT IS EASY << ALL TOO EASY
- TO COMPLAIN AND CRITICISE THAT GOVERNMENTS DO NOT DO ENOUGH.
It IS HARD WORK, ON THE OTHER HAND, TO GET OUT THERE AND
WORK CONSTRUCTIVELY FOR CHANGE: HARD, TESTING, FREQUENTLY
DISAPPOINTING, BUT ULTIMATELY REWARDING.

The RECENT ANNOUNCEMENT BY THE PRIME MINISTER TO DRAW TOGETHER
THOSE AGENCIES RESPONSIBLE FOR ABORIGINAL AFFAIRS UNDER THE
ONE NEW COMMISSION WITH ITS OWN MINISTER, IS AN IMPORTANT
STEP  FORWARD TO  FURTHER IMPROVE AND ENHANCE ABORIGINAL
ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS, It 1S [IMPORTANT THAT WE BUILD ON THIS
OPPORTUNITY  FOR  FURTHER ABORIGINAL  PARTICIPATION IN THE
DECISION MAKING AND POLICY SETTING PROCESSES OF GOVERNMENT.

WE NOW HAVE THE FOUNDATIONS FOR FURTHER PROGRESS, I THINK
WE HAVE ALREADY COME A LONG WAY, BUT THERE IS STILL A GREAT
DEAL. TO BE DONE, AND IT IS GOING TO TAKE A LOT OF HARD,
CONSTANT EFFORT BEFORE AUSTRALIA®"S INDIGENOUS PEOPLES, THE
Aboriginals and Torres Strait Istanders, <can take their

RIGHTFUL PLACE IN THEIR OWN COUNTRY.



