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ABORIGINAL RECONCILIATION

by Frank Brennan

WHO ARE WE TALKING ABOUT ?

Aborigines are Australia's indigenougeoples."Indigenous" means native or
belongingoriginally to acountry beforeinvasion orsettlement. Here aresome
interesting statistics demonstrating the nunamel diversityof indigenouspeople
in Australian society.

In the 1991 Census, 1.6% of thestralian populationvere indigenous238,575
peopleidentified themselves abeing Aboriginal and 26,884 as Torres Strait
Islander.They aredescendedrom those whoinhabited thiscontinentand its
offshoreislandslong beforecolonisation ommenced in 1788 and 23% of the
people living inthe Northern Territory arendigenousbut in Victoria only 0.4%
are.

Whereas63% of all Australianslive in towns or cities of more than100,000
people, the vasnajority of Aboriginal and Torres Strailslander peoplsitill live
in rural areas. Thenationalaverage i®nly 15% Due to higheiirth anddeath
rates, the median age of indigenous Austraiisuosly 19.7% compareavith the
national median age of 32.4. years.

Only 17% of indigenous Australianspeak anindigenous language. In the
Census, only 1.6% claim to follow an Aboriginal religion.

The 1991 Censuslentified 82,300households witlAboriginal and TorresStrait
Islander residentsOver half of these householdsalso had non-Aboriginal
residents. It idikely that atleast athird of the indigenouspopulationlives in
households witmon-Aboriginal residents/Vhile only 25% of all Australianslive
in a household of five omore people,60% of Aborigines and TorresStrait
Islanders do so .

Indigenous peples'lifestyles are notall the same.Thereare 8,000 Aborigines
and Torres Straitslanderswho live alone.While someAborigines and Torres
Strait Islanders still live on their traditional lands in communitiesre@tthey form
the majority, otherslive in the suburbdiving a life very similar to that of their
non-Aboriginalneighbours.There are awvhole variety of Aboriginal lifestyles.
There are also a whole variety of Aboriginal aspirations.

WHAT DO ABORIGINES AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDERS WANT?

In 1988, when many Australians celebrategl Bicentenary dBritish Settlement,
therewas a lot oftalk about the need fareconciliationamongAustralians. The
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Aboriginal peoplessaw little causefor celebration, asl788 symbolised their
dispossessiorAboriginal peoples have said there can be no reconciliation
without justice and there can be noreconciliation without recognition of
who they are their conection with Australia and what has occurresince
settlement. Like people @l nations confidenof their own idenity, we need to
own our history, be responsible for our present, and shape our future.

Human history in this land spans 60,000 years. Much of the history prior to 1788
Is unknown and Ist. There have been marsplendid achievements the years
since 1788 but there havalsobeen greafailures.Many Aborigineshave taken
heart from the words ojustices Deanand Gaudron of thédigh Court of
Australiawho, in theirdecision inthe Mabocase,spoke of the éstruction and
"oppressiomand conflict which was,over the 19th centuryp spreadacross the
continent to dispossess, degrane devastate the Alginal peoplesandleave a
national legacy of unutterable shamifiey spoke of Aboriginal dispossession
being the "darkest of the history of this nation". Looking to thefuture, they
said, "The nation as a whaheust remairdiminished unlesanduntil there is an
acknowledgment of, and retreat from, those past injustices."

We cannot undo or make right d the injustices of the past But we can
own our history. First we must know it. The history of Aboriginal
dispossessioand of Europan settlement isnot contained inlegal declarations
made by GovernoPhillip when helanded atSydneyCove. This history played
itself out in many different ways acra$® length andbreadth of thdand. Every
local community, every She, every Region, and everyCity has its story.
Aborigines want us all to know those stories and to own them.

Prior to the 1960s, Australia's attitude to Aborigines was generally indifference or
merely anendeavour to forget theidentity and integratehem intothe system
inherited fromthe British. There had been a pericglso of annihilation of
Aboriginal communitieslt wasnot until 1967 that manyAborigines could vote.
There were manyrestrictions on their civil liberties and much racial
discrimination.Peoplewere taken away from theland; children were forcibly
separated from their parentd/hite public servantscontrolled eery aspect of
social life onAboriginal reserveslin justice, Aborigines wanted to be treated
the same as other Australians and offered theame opportunitiesin life.
They didnot want to bediscriminated againdtecause ofheir skin colour or
their raceThey wanted a "fair go".

Getting a "fair go" doesnot necessarily mearmeing treated thesame as
everybodyelse.But that is a good starBeing treateddifferently against their
wishes isunacceptableAboriginal and Torres Straitslanders peoplesften say
they are not thesame as everyonglse.They areindigenous peoplevith their

own cultures and views on theirorigins and spiritual beliefs. Australians of
migrant stock carlook to other countriesfrom where theiroriginal cultures
cane. For example,someone ofrish descent can lookack to theRepublic of
Ireland where the Irish can be as Iristiteey like, as welbr as badly as selfishly

or selflessly aghey will. They can do "their thing" on their land, on their

terms. Australia isthe only continent orearth where aiborigine or a Torres
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Strait Islander can have that opjumity, even though thegre only 1.6%of the
population.

The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have a strong sginkualith
the land. Youwill be familiar with stories ofthe Dreamtimehat emphasise and
connectAboriginal identity with nature. Where Aboriginal peopletiave not
already been dispossessed of their land, they want to have séeuoethe land.
They want some say inglaccess wbh mining companieand otherdevelopers
might have to theitands.They want tobe able torun their owncommunity
affairsand keep theiculture strong inschoolsand inceremonies. Tgreserve
their own unique identity.

WHAT DO OTHER AUSTRALIANS WANT?

Many Australians ofgoodwill say they have nevetispossessedny Aboriginal

person of any land. They have never abused their human rights. They have never
acted to take awapboriginal culture. They donot want tofeel guilty for the
past.We must learn the difference between guilt for the past and owning

the past.

Many Australians say theresentpredicament ofAboriginal peoplesias nothing
to do with them. But as members of the orsociety built upon Aboriginal
dispossession, wall have aresponsibilityfor each otherGiven the large-scale
dispossessiomwhich hasoccurred, manyAustralianswonder whereclaims for
compensation wilend. They wantertainty sahat mining companiesind other
developersmight generateancome, crate new jobs, generatetaxation, and
provide morejob opportunitiesand wealth for the benefit of all Australians,
including Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islanders.

Most Australianspromote racial harmony where race doe®t matter in the
playground or in the street. They wansituation ofpeaceand securityfor all
especially incountry towns. They want to be able tdive together in good
harmony with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders. This can be assured by
the legitimacy ofthe nation statevhich providesequality of opportunity for all
Australians.

WHAT IS THE COUNCIL FOR ABORIGINAL RECONCILIATION ?

After the Bicentenary,all major political parties atthe national level reached
agreement on the need to promogeonciliationbetweenAboriginal and non-

Aboriginal Australian®ver thedecade 1991-200ihcluding the fosteing of a

continuing nationalcommitment fromgovernments adll levels to address the
problem Aboriginal and Torres Straitislander created by colonisation and
occupation of Australia.

In 1991, the Commonwealth Parliament d&hbdthe Council for Aboriginal
Reconciliation. This Council comprises 25 communigaders, 14 ofvhom are
indigenous.The Council has a 4vision: "a united Australia which



represents this land of ours: values the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander heritage: and provides justice and equity forall". The Council has
identified eightkey issueswhich are critical to reconciliationand addressing the
problems.

» agreaterunderstanding othe importance of théand and sea inAboriginal
Torres Strait Islander society

» better relationships between Aborigiaald TorresStrait Islander peoples and
the wider community

* recognition that Aboriginadnd TorresStrait Islanderculture and heritage are
a valued part of the Australian heritage

» asense for all Australians of a shared ownership of their history

» agreater awareness of tbauses of disadvantagfeat preventAboriginal and
Torres Straitlslander peoplesrom achieving fairand properstandards in
health, housing, employment and education

e a greatercommunity response taddressinghe underlying causesf the
unacceptable high levels ofistody inpolice and jailcells for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islanders

» (greater opportunity forAboriginal and Torres Straitislander peoples to
control their destinies

» agreement on whethdéne proces®sf reconciliationwould be advanced by a
document of reconciliation.

The Council is inthe proces®f talking and listening to all Australiansabout

whetherthings would be madbketter forAboriginal and Torres Straitslander
peopleand thewider community byformalisingthe relationshipbetween them
through a document, @éhange to thé€onstitution, orsome other changa the

law to be formulated by 2001 - the centenary of Federation.

IS THERE STILL DISPOSSESSION ?

Prior to the Mabo ekcision,Aboriginal and Torres Straitslander Peoplewere

not recognised as having atrgditionalrights andinterests intheir lands. Since
the 1960s,governments have been granting solaed titles to Aboriginal

groups. But by then, most people had been dispossessed.

In remoter parts of Astralia, Aboriginaland Torres StraitslanderPeople now
have title to large areas laind. But inthe morecloselysettled aras such as the
south-east corridor of the country, Aborigines have, long since been
dispossesse®Vhen Aborigines lostheir landsprior to 1975, they had nkegal
entitlement to compensation.



It is only becausethe Commonwalth Parliament passedhe Racial
DiscriminationAct in 1975 thatAboriginesnow have a right t@wompensation
for loss of their traditional land€n lands wherether Australianshavefreehold
ownershipand leaseholdnterests, Aboriginehave lost their native title. The
Commonwealth Parliament imow setting up aLand Acquisition Fund of $45
million per annum which will allow Aboriginal Peoples to buy back some land.

DO ABORIGINAL PEOPLE STILL NEED CULTURAL RECOGNITION ?

Aboriginesare still worse off than mostAustralians when icomes tosocial
needs such aascome,employment, educatioand housing.While 11.2% of all
Australiansover the age of 15 years have amnual income ofmore than
$35,000 only 2.2% of indigenous Australians do. While 71.6% of Austrdians
in owner-occupied housing, only 30.2% of Aborigines do.

Unemployment is high forall Australians. Presently it is11.4%. But for
Aboriginal and Torres Straitslander Peoples, it i80.8%. While 8.7% of all
Australianshave a degreegnly 0.9% of Aboriginal and Torres Straitslander
people do. 31.2% of Australians over the age of 15 years havepastrgchool
gualificationyet. Only9.3% ofindigenous Australiando. 21.2% ofAustralians
between the ages @b and 24 areeceivingsome form of tertiaryeducation;
only 8.6% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are.

Education is the key temployment. Employment is the key to home
ownershipand income. There are now 52,00@boriginal and TorresStrait
Islander peoples receivindbstudy which provides francial assistance for
secondary and tertiaryducation. Hopefully, this finarcial assistance and
incentive can help to break the cycle of disadvantage.

WHAT MORE DO WE NEED TO DO TO BE RECONCILED?

The most important issue for indigenous people all over the world is
survival of their culture. Australian indigenous peoples haveseen
destruction of their cultures.They are trying to sip theseprocesses of change
and to retrieve their clmes and oppdunities to live as Aboriginal peoples.
Justiceand recognition for indigenousAustralians require recognition of
Aboriginal history, relationships to land, cuture, language and way of
life.

Aboriginesand Torres Straitslandersdeserve guaranteezfjual access to the
opportunities for participating imainstreamAustralianlife. They needot only
financial assistance but also changes to laws and policy.

Some Aborigines and Torres Straitislanderssee aneed for theformal

constitutional recognition oftheir place in Australian societyThey say we

cannot be reconciled unfborigines androrresStrait Islandersare represented

in our Parliaments and have taken tipdaices in all majolevels of Government.

They say théAustraliannationwill not besecure andegitimate untilthere has

been agreement reachedth the indigenous people forgivinghe past
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dispossession. By guaranteeing to overcdisadvantage, we cavork together
for a reconciled society.

MandawuyYunupingu,lead singer of "Yothu Yindi* has explainedthat the

name "Yothu Yindi", conjures upthe idea of blance, aharmony weactively

work at. AsAustralian ofthe Year in 1993, thelnternational Year of the
World's Indigenous Peoples, he said:

Together in the twenty-first century, we can construct a unique way of
life here, inspired by the tradition of Aboriginal Australian and of
Europe and Asia. Land rights for Aboriginal Australians are in the best
interests of all Australians. Land rights must respect the contributions
made by those people who have immigrated here over the past two
hundred years, as well as recognising the place of those who have
always belonged to this land. That's what Yothu Yindi balance means.

In July 1994, theCouncil for Aboriginal Reonciliation, the Aboriginal and
Torres Straitlslander Social Justice Commissionand the Aboriginal and
Torres Straitslander Commissionoenmenced a process obnsultation setting
out five long term goals for social justice:

getting a fair share

recognition and empowerment

cultural integrity and heritage protection

economic development

increased cultural awareness training for public servants

It is to behoped that thesgoalswill be achieved by aariety of processes and
strategiesthat will involve all Australians ofgood will coming together to

actively bring about a morgust and harmoniousocietyfor all Australians by

the year 2001.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION:

1. How can Aboriginal disadvantage be overcome?

2. Why should Aborigines be treated differently?

3. Why should there be special land rights for Aborigines?

4. Why can't we just forget about the past and get on with living together?

5. Isn't it racist to give certainpeople special rights and todesign special
programs for people on the basis of race?

6. What do you think it would be like to be Aboriginal in Australia in 19947
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