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On this journey of resolution that we are on, if we are prepared to do what many great Australians
before us have done and confront the issues of our “Unfinished Business” with courage and patience
then our season of plenty will be close at hand.

When that time does come, there will be no need for us to seek the empty platitude of “sorry” from
leaders who are incapable of sharing our vision or enjoying our shared company on this National
journey.

Patrick Dodson, Reconciliation lecture
Parliament House, 25 May 2004

INTRODUCTION

Australia’s federal Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) and more general national policy
towards indigenous peoples have become major subjects of political discussion, dispute, and one-upmanship in
Auwstralia’s long-running 2004 national election campaign. Labor Opposition leader Mark Latham and Prime Minister
John Howard have now put forward major proposals, although the extent of substantive difference, like the election
date, remains to be seen.

On March 30, Latham and his shadow minister for indigenous affairs, Senator Kerry O’Brien, announced a new
approach to ATSIC particularly and indigenous affairs generally. This pre-empted Howard’s long-anticipated but still
unannounced policy to marginalise or demolish ATSIC. Howard and indigenous affairs minister Senator Amanda
Vanstone responded snippily the same day, and apparently rushed forward their own cabinet consideration and
announcement. Then, on April 15, Vanstone joined Howard in announcing a new approach, the centrepiece being
abolition of ATSIC, root and branch. Howard was already feeling pressure in a high stakes personal political struggle
with Latham on an entirely different subject, Australia’s role in the Irag war. Now the vexed issue of ATSIC was
suddenly tossed into the pot.

Introduction of ATSIC into the highest level of political debate was not entirely gratuitous. An unresolved crisis of
ATSIC’s leadership, i.e., whether or not its elected chair Geoff Clark would be removed by Howard for alleged
impropriety, had focused political, media, and public attention for a year or more on this one aspect of Aboriginal
administration at the expense of more general and urgent matters. Many observers both indigenous and non-indigenous
believed that if Clark had stepped down it could have saved the organisation and the cause of Aboriginal self-
determination much grief. It is true that Clark and, for a long time, his former deputy, Ray Robinson, provided the
Howard government and media with convenient distractions from and scapegoats for serious policy and program
matters. But the outcome would surely have been similar. Howard’s animus towards indigenous organisations,
indigenous autonomy, and indigenous aspirations is not only a defining characteristic of his political career, but a
central element of his continuing electoral strategy, despite some commentators wishing to believe in his mellowing.

Whether indigenous policy will benefit from the high intensity of the present foofaraw is open to question. That is,
white men shouting at each other as they position themselves for advantage vis-a-vis an electorate famously
unsympathetic to indigenous needs other than basic legal uniformity may do little to untangle the complexities of

! In the famous words of the Second Witch in the Cauldron scene, Macbeth 1V, i, ‘Eye of newt and toe of frog,/ Wool of bat and tongue
of dog,/ Adder's fork and blind-worm's sting,/ Lizard's leg and owlet's wing,/ For a charm of powerful trouble,/ Like a hell-broth boil and
bubble.’

2 The date indicates when the last revisions were made. A preliminary version of the paper was ‘Federal Labor’s New Indigenous
Policy’, 31-3-2004, with a second version in mid-May. My special thanks to CH and SC for getting me started.

® This paper is dedicated to the memory of Clem Chapple, 17-7-42 to 29-4-03, my lifelong friend who travelled with me in my early days
among Canada’s renascent indigenous peoples and remote places, and who left verse reminders to make sure | took warm socks to the
North Magnetic Pole on my first visit in 1966. And thus the whirligig of time brings in his revenges.




current indigenous politics and policy. On the other hand, any policy debate may be useful. The past several years’
moratorium on serious discussion of Australia’s deepest social problem must end.

In notes and comment below | will offer some context for the debate. 1t may be useful to begin with some generalities
about the indigenous rights and policy situation in Australia because it differs in significant ways from other “first
world’ countries.

INDIGENOUS PROBLEMS AND ISSUES IN AUSTRALIA
Indigenous problems and issues in Australia are relatively clear.

e There are no founding or framework documents or guidelines for Australia’s indigenous-white or indigenous-
government relations. Elsewhere one finds New Zealand’s Treaty of Waitangi, or 1763 British enactments for
Canada and USA, or belated incorporation of international law formulations into national constitutions like the
Norwegian 1980s interpretation of Article 27 of the 1966 International Convention on Civil and Political
Rights (ICCPR) in a constitutional clause recognising a bi-national country and Sami rights.

e Until Australia’s High Court Mabo decision in 1992, terra nullius was not only the prevailing legal fiction in
Australia but a de facto national policy, implying to many that the post-1788 white settlers need pay no social,
legal, or political heed to the original inhabitants and owners of the continent.

e Power and responsibility for indigenous affairs in Australia were left to the sub-national units — states and
territories — which also controlled land and resource development and settlement. The national authorities
were only let into the picture legally from 1967 through a national constitutional referendum, and not very
much in practice even today. (The usual case in the British Empire was a higher level of authority, i.e.,
London or dominion capital, trying to protect indigenous rights at some remove from the land-hungry and
develop-minded settlers dominating local or regional — or state or province — authorities. Australian historians
have now shown that it was not always the British intention to abandon that general pattern in Australia.)

e Australia is today morally bound by agreements it has signed to respect the cultural and political autonomy of
indigenous peoples, and their territorial rights! After 1945 the multilateral negotiation of and agreement to
international rights conventions (in whose development Australia played an honoured part), and their
implementation and interpretation, was perhaps the most important influence in the evolving ideals and
standards of indigenous policy and rights world-wide, especially in Western liberal democracies. This process
is enriched by practical politico-administrative experience in pace-setting countries (such as Australia in better
days).” While the impact of international principles was not always instantaneous in the faraway Southern
Hemisphere, it was respected at least rhetorically until Howard’s government attacked the international rights
system and United Nations in the late 1990s.°

e Post-1945 nation-states in the so-called “first world” also quickly established as a principle and practice that
indigenous peoples even in remote and inconvenient areas were part of national society and entitled to the
same ‘rights” to high quality public services as all other citizens, even if it took a generation or more to
implement effectively. Such “citizenship rights” were due regardless of any additionally recognised indigenous
rights (e.g., through native title or treaties) or political communities (e.g., Torres Strait or Nunavut). Attempts
to glorify such basics as noteworthy national achievements or ‘practical reconciliation” may be good public
relations for gullible audiences but are an international “first world’ minimum. As the late Aboriginal leader
Charlie Perkins said in almost his last public utterance, nobody boasts that white children are able to go to
school.

e The last decade’s public discussion of indigenous affairs in Australia has hinged on false oppositions. (1)
Either symbolic recognition, rhetorical documents, and statements such as an apology for the stolen

* For the June 2001 disruption of policy debate see ‘Australia’ in The Indigenous World 2001-2002), International Work Group for
Indigenous Affairs, Copenhagen, 2002, pp 188-195.

® A multilateral cooperation mechanism like the Arctic Council is another useful sort of forum. In that Council both nation-state
governments and indigenous peoples work together on problems big and small. Embracing the USA, Russia, Canada, the five Nordic
countries, and the indigenous peoples of all those countries. For information on the Arctic Council see its website, and the website of its
Indigenous Peoples Secretariat — www.arcticpeoples.org/ The Commonwealth of Nations (former British Empire) has also been trying
both rights and cooperative approaches in recent years. See the Commonwealth Policy Studies Unit website for information on and
research produced by the indigenous project: http://www.cpsu.org.uk/index2.htm

® In the same weeks of political debate covered by this paper in early 2004, Howard tried to use special incentives to train male school
teachers as a tool to entice the political class to crack open Australia’s national rights framework and begin dismantling national rights
legislation and institutions.



http://www.arcticpeoples.org/
http://www.cpsu.org.uk/index2.htm

generations, or, practical nuts and bolts community service programs are mutually exclusive choices, the only
ones on offer (with any sensible person preferring the latter). But | have never heard any indigenous person
suggest that symbolic politics alone were a cure or cure-all. (2) Self-determination, with a loaded meaning
implying separation from Australia or withdrawal from modern society, or assimilation into ‘the mainstream’,
is the choice facing indigenous peoples. Again, the first option is supposed to be silly, and the latter sensible.
But in reality the desired policy accepted by most Australian indigenous leaders combines some form of
autonomy within Australia with greater access to the benefits of contemporary economy and society.’

e The main “public debate’ or ‘policy discussion’ on indigenous issues in Australia in recent years has consisted
of polemics led by Prime Minister Howard or his ministers — an avoidance of discussion, one might say, using
the bully pulpit of high office to stifle serious discussion with one-liners and putdowns.® Meanwhile, select
commentators® bellow support for the government’s demolition of indigenous policies and institutions.

e Control of indigenous peoples remains the main priority of governments in Australia, rather than their consent
to governing institutions or policies. At one level this means tough policing, and ‘law and order’ auctions at
state elections. But it also means that talk of ‘partnerships’, etc., at state government levels may be little more
than self-management, i.e., some black involvement in White Man-designed or sanctioned ‘solutions’.*® The
White Man only episodically recognises indigenous people(s) as legitimate political communities, potentially
or in fact, e.g., in Torres Strait or the Tiwi Islands.

e In mid-June 2001, uproar over accusations and recriminations among some of the country’s highest profile
indigenous personalities, including 20-year-old rape allegations against ATSIC head Geoff Clark, redirected
all indigenous discussion to indigenous family and community violence and related squalor. “Whites including
politicians, newspaper editors, and commentators feigned surprise and outrage at horror stories now widely
reported in lengthy articles and TV items around the country.'* Feigned because books, articles, oral and
visual reports about the real Aboriginal Australia have been appearing for many years. Worse, Aborigines and
their non-indigenous friends and supporters were accused of having “hidden” this unpleasant information. ...
The shrill excess is clear. Surely white reactions would not be so extreme, so opportunistic, so grateful, if they
did not allow Australians the chance to express themselves both vehemently on these issues — and at no moral
or material cost (IWGIA 2002).”

e The frequent corruption and other scandals revealed at the highest levels of ‘mainstream’ state and federal
governments do not call into question the right of regions or white people to govern themselves. But ATSIC
has been under endless special scrutiny and special audits since the Howard government came to power.
Complaints from indigenous people about ATSIC have been used by government and media to discredit the
organisation; similar complaints could be mustered about any ministry or official agency among its client
group, whether farmers or pilots or nurses or students. ATSIC has been a lightning rod for any material or
other grievances, saving the White Man and his governments much deserved blame.

e Australia’s indigenous peoples suffer extreme socio-economic disadvantage, but Australian governments have
lacked the political will to put the funding or persistence into issues of regional or racial disparity such as have
solved socio-economic problems elsewhere, e.g., North Norway.*> For blacks and whites alike these basic
material and physical needs are in part a screen behind which more difficult and complex issues lie, issues
which will leap to the fore when basic community well-being is achieved. We know this of present-day war-
ravaged Iraq, and we want to get past its rowdy days so that we can talk about the big-ticket governance and
‘civilisation’ issues we think we understand.

e The abuse and dismantling of ATSIC bit by bit over the last years has shown disdain for the cultural and
political autonomy of minority peoples in a “first world’ country, more like Turkey vis-a-vis Kurds, or Central
Europeans and Roma. Unless and until these peoples are recognised as able to represent themselves in
discussion and policy negotiation with senior governments, policy and program outcomes will be meagre.

" This is also true of most indigenous leaders in other first world’ countries.

® In public the government pitches its line in mass advertising terms, often with slogans, refusing to be drawn into any real dialogue or to
make any intellectually or morally coherent defence. In private the ministry falls back upon its supposed dignity, talking down or
demeaning those who would question it.

° Polemicists in the mass media often seem more intent on attacking old foes of liberal or Left orientation than in helping indigenous
Poeople or communities. Much rhetoric, little sense, a faith community closed to outsiders, one might say.

Self-management means that local people carry out (and take the blame for) policies set by higher authorities, e.g., indigenous people
carrying out white ideas in our Australian example. Unfortunately some governments in Australia have used the term, or now use it, as
if it had a bright and happy meaning, something like self-government or self-determination.

" For a serious look at the source of these indigenous problems, see Kidd 2000.

12 Over many years | have written to parliamentary and other official inquiries at state or provincial or federal level, urging that they visit
North Norway, believing that such visits would shame them to tackle regional and indigenous poverty in Australia, USA, or northern
Canada.



Australian governments view indigenous programs and policy as a sub-set of the White Man’s welfare-state
programming, an administrative matter, rather than a fundamental political relationship from which negotiated
and agreed outcomes flow. Too many people prefer to think of Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islanders
as failed whites who, given a shave, ‘three squares’, and the 9x table will become ‘regular chaps’, albeit with
darker skins. Cultural and political autonomy are basic aspirations of indigenous life in Australia as in other
countries, feelings merely reinforced rather than eroded by white national rhetoric demanding ‘unity’ (read:
uniformity).

‘Mainstreaming’ services for indigenous peoples is not the future but a failed past. The reason why
governments have specialised bureaux dealing with indigenous issues until the transfer of full autonomy to
indigenous people themselves is that practical experience dictated such need. Perhaps the only way to remove
such a need is where a regional people become self-governing and have their own sufficient institutions. Even
in such cases, e.g., Greenland or Nunavut, there may be liaison or various residual functions required within
the nation-state to manage the relations of peoples and polities.

Moreover, indigenous peoples have needs and aspirations which do not fit neatly within ‘mainstream’ systems,
whether because of their inconvenient locations, socio-economic profile, legal status (or lack of such status, as
in unrecognised property rights), or other factors. Whatever its precise functions, a specific indigenous affairs
element in executive government is usually necessary in any country. Where ideology or a facile sense of
public economy removes such institutions they must be re-invented soon for quite practical reasons.

There is insufficient recognition of the economic resources, traditional economies, and land/sea/resource rights
and traditional economies of indigenous peoples, or the importance of such a base for successful communities.
For instance, the Tropical coasts of Australia from the Coral Sea around through Torres Strait and the Gulf,
around the Top End, and down the Indian Ocean shores, would benefit from a bottom-up indigenous coastal
and marine environment and development strategy to ensure healthy and productive communities, and better
protect the environment for all Australians (Sharp 2002; Jull 1993).

There is little — or at least insufficient — consensus within Australian society and political circles that
indigenous injustices and disadvantage are serious social problems which must be solved. Governments can
therefore avoid them and their costs, and make some small gestures, e.g., new school playground equipment, to
woo local indigenous votes at election time. It is habitual for ‘sympathetic’ white politicians and party
activists to assure indigenes that it is politically impossible, or unrealistic, or premature to act on the big
issues.

Some Australian governments, including the present national government, use indigenous peoples, a poor and
dispossessed territorially-based visible minority, as scapegoats for populist electoral politics. Liberal
democracies abroad would think this beyond the moral pale, irresponsible, or dangerous. If this continues in
tandem with sharp socio-economic disparities, injustice, and discrimination, it is a virtual invitation to eventual
political violence.

The Howard government has rolled back the federal recognition of indigenous autonomy growing since the
1970s, and has encouraged the spurious debate or false dichotomy on assimilation vs. ‘self-determination’.
What Howard calls a ‘new approach’ is no more than the general prejudice of provincial areas of the English-
speaking world in which he grew up in the mid-20™ Century.*®

Other countries with political ideals and institutions like Australia (e.g., New Zealand, Canada, USA, Norway,
Sweden, Finland, Denmark) have seen evolve positive ways and better socio-economic outcomes in
indigenous relations with majority populations. Far from the indigenous silence and disappearance from view
which Howard set as his goal on taking office, these renascent peoples energise previously marginal regions
and bring new dimensions to public life as they work through old problems together with their non-indigenous
friends and senior governments.

Indigenous reconciliation or accommaodation, and success in healing ethno-cultural division generally, requires
active political leadership.** In the ‘first world’, as in much of the rest of the world, persistent moral and

2 Familiar to the author from his 1940s childhood in a Depression-maimed lumbertown in the Upper Ottawa Valley.

" In a curious caricature of that, Australia’s current prime minister has refused any proposals but his own late British Empire
assimilationism in respect of indigenous peoples, and after years of such refusal told The Australian, perhaps (but not necessarily)
facetiously, that the public had now accepted his views because he didn’t hear any more calls for change. See Megalogenis interview,
‘PM’s reconciliation hopes’, 6-5-2002: "I hope it means we are inching towards a more sensible and harmonious outcome" [Howard

said!].



intellectual leadership by governments in inter-cultural relations is one of the basic requirements of post-1945
politicians and governments.

e Most amazingly, Howard and some ministers have also thrown their rhetoric and weight behind a recent
movement of denialism in indigenous affairs, the so-called ‘history wars’, now centred on the writings of Keith
Windschuttle and others in Quadrant magazine.”> The denial of past massacres of Aborigines, of the
Tasmanian exterminations, of the removal of children from their families in generation after generation, etc. is
the more remarkable in a country where many people, apparently including Howard, believe that Germany and
Japan have not sufficiently faced up to the evils of their mid-20" century rulers.

e  Control usually trumps consent in Australian policy thinking. The brave new indigenous world beyond clean
water, basic shelter, and community safety will be a shock to many when it arrives. Indigenous peoples do not
wish to be parcelled and then stored away out of sight; they seek ongoing participation in Australian life as
living, choosing, and decision-making communities.

e Australia’s control mentality also reflects local values of social order and convention, rather than recognition
that larger issues of cultural difference, ethno-political identity, or issues of the legitimacy of political authority
are at stake in indigenous-settler relations. It presses into every nook and cranny — with renewed force since
mid-2001 — so that there is virtually no political or cultural space for indigenous peoples except those living in
remote locales.

o ‘Indigenous policy’ as a term used by Australian governments today means rather less than meets the eye.'® It
focuses on basic community services, an entirely worthy and urgent matter, rather than the larger questions
which the term implies elsewhere. It is about getting indigenous people to the toilet, not the treaty table.

e Indigenous ethno-political movements have their own internal logic. They will not be stopped or diverted
merely because the nation-state majority people among whom they live find their demands inconvenient.
Opposition will usually strengthen them.

e Inrecent years Australian governments have rolled back or overridden long overdue court recognition of basic
indigenous rights. They have berated people who already are the poorest, sickest, most unemployed, and have
the most pent-up sense of injustice of any in Australia. They have cut funding and wound up organisations.
They have denounced ‘privilege’ and ‘special benefits’, and both attacked and undermined the leadership of
this group who are already discriminated against in recreation, work, study, shopping, public services, and
most other milieux. They have abused indigenous spokespersons for fighting unexceptional legal battles at
home or issuing cries for support abroad. The Prime Minister has openly urged that indigenous peoples and
concerns disappear from the news and he has wound up their visible leadership structures. Governments have
denied the relevance of indigenous precedents and working improvements abroad while they refuse to listen to
proposals for change at home. They have done almost everything they could to refuse and remove hope, and
then they want Aborigines and Islanders to prove their loyalty and commit themselves to national unity. And
yet they assume that should the country face political violence it will necessarily come from foreign evildoers
rather than as a result of public policies at home.'’

THE HOWARD ERA

The Howard government has seen indigenous issues not as problems to solve but as an electoral opportunity to appeal
to popular anti-indigenous feeling among sections of the non-indigenous public. His party head was brought into the
national machine from the Northern Territory where he ran and won elections by playing on anti-Aboriginal
sentiment.’® In other “first world’ countries, national governments, political parties, and other national entities rein in
the socially and culturally renegade utterings of their hinterland cowboys in the interests of national self-esteem and
international reputation, but not so with Howard who is “original’ in this respect. His suspicion of social and cultural
diversity is remote from the political and intellectual mainstream of the post-1945 “first world’, and invites voters,
general public, and officialdom to behave badly.

!* See Manne 2001; Manne 2003; Macinture & Clark 2003; and Windschuttle 2002. This movement built on some unimpressive books
of the 1990s which trivialized indigenous policy and imperatives and attracted gullible sections of the press.

% | only truly realised this fact of vocabulary while writing this paper.

7 E.g., Williams (2004) on terrorism, p. 112: ‘Long-term resolution is less of a priority for many government agencies because they
benefit financially from fighting terrorism at a tactical level. ... Resolving terrorism longer term confers no institutional benefits and might
well put bureaucrats out of a job. Churchill is reputed to have said that politicians look to the next election, while statesmen look to the
next generation.’

'8 The Northern Territory in Australia has the usual ethno-political character and conflicts of indigenous hinterlands in first world
countries, see, e.g., Jull 2001b; 2003a.



When the United Nations or others have criticised Australian indigenous policy and rights failures, and sometimes when
they haven’t done so yet, the Howard government has resorted to public threats and abuse, most notably when Kofi
Annan visited in early 2000 (IWGIA 2000). Howard et al. deny the relevance to indigenous issues in this country of
processes, thought, or action outside of Australia. This is portrayed as worthy national assertiveness. Traffic lights on
city streets and sea lanes also hamper freedom, but are generally thought better than having the wilful or intoxicated
crashing around randomly and endangering others. Maintaining the moral consensus on racial and other internationally
sensitive issues is no less risk-related, e.g., Norway’s current vagaries in indigenous policy (Jull 2003c). We are all in
this world together, as the Iraq diversion increasingly reminds us. But the Howard government accepts moral
responsibility in the world only when it suits itself, e.g., US-encouraged bluster vis-a-vis Iraq, North Korea, France,
even Russia.

From early/mid 2001, indigenous relations policy became conflated with the issue of other non-Anglo and/or non-white
peoples — notably Asians, Middle Easterners, and people in flight to Australia from brutal regimes or hopeless social
settings elsewhere. The problem became, as the saying goes, ‘The Other’. Of course, this is a very contemporary
problem, and like nuclear power, pesticides, international trade law, and toxic wastes, one counts on governments to
provide intellectual and moral leadership on the basis of the best available domestic and international expertise.
Unfortunately, that has not been Howard’s way. Acting as if Australia were an island unto itself, he was surprised early
in his tenure that statements made for home consumption should be picked up or held against him abroad, but over time
has apparently chosen to tough it out and endure overseas derision. *°

The “policy’ of the Howard era has had three conflicting dimensions. (1) Howard has said repeatedly that indigenous
peoples should disappear as a public issue, acting and hoping to dissolve them into the British and Irish Australian
social ‘mainstream’.

(2) Notwithstanding the first point, Howard has talked and fretted endlessly in public about indigenous peoples and
issues since first coming to power. He has been unable to leave the subject alone, especially in his first five years in
power, and now again, it seems. We may have to await a psycho-biography to find the source of this obsessive interest.
(3) He has used indigenous people and white prejudices against them consistently and persistently as a rhetorical
scapegoat rather than as a set of problems to solve.

The government’s policies vis-a-vis indigenous peoples have been Howard’s policies; his ministers have hardly dared
speak on the issues till he has set the direction. He has some sort of bee in his bonnet about them, to be sure. The fact
that he has been able to run rampant on the subject, and that a contemporary nation-state has allowed him to do so, will
intrigue Australia’s future historians.

Nonetheless, even by these standards an astonishing appeal has been made to him in the current climate. On the hot
summer night of February 15/16 the inner Sydney district of Redfern, a virtual Aboriginal ghetto, exploded in rioting.
This occurred just before, and certainly influenced, the political rhetoric and decisions about ATSIC soon to follow.
The Liberal state opposition leader based in Sydney said the district should be bulldozed, and that was the only Liberal
position for about 10 days. This was remarkable restraint for a usually voluble federal government.’ But quick on the
uptake was a notorious Melbourne Herald Sun columnist, Andrew Bolt, who wrote in ‘PM’s riot rescue’ (20-2-04):

It took the Tampa?" to save John Howard from what seemed certain defeat at the last election. Now, again
facing defeat, Howard may be miraculously saved by his second Tampa -- the Redfern race riot. ... How much
John Howard needs a bit of that magic. And what a reason he's been given to echo [New Zealand’s new
conservative opposition leader] Brash's warnings, now that we've seen in the Redfern riot the future of the
ethnic separatism that our governments have so foolishly funded. It is already racist and divisive enough that
we have an Aboriginal-only "parliament" in ATSIC, as well as taxpayer-funded Aboriginal-only services such
as the Aboriginal Legal Service, Aboriginal health services, Aboriginal housing bodies and the like. ... And
we can see already what our drift backwards into tribalism is bringing us. Squabbles over which race or

'® The unkindest Australian cut has been the comments of Howard, Ruddock, and foreign minister Downer about foreign eminences as
morally beholden to nasty regimes at home, e.g., in the case of UN rights experts. This is particularly unfair because Australia has
countless fine individuals working abroad in the full range of humanitarian and progressive causes, persons who should in no way be
held accountable for the moral and intellectual obscurantism of Howard and his small circle at home.

% Howard eventually said, when asked about Redfern and race riots generally, ‘I think they arise from a combination of factors. | think
they arise from the total breakdown in family authority within aboriginal communities. | think they sometimes arise from a policy perhaps
of treating different groups in the community differently. The solution very much lies in treating everybody equally and as part of the
mainstream as far as law enforcement is concerned.” Latham wondered aloud where the fathers of the rioting children were at the time.
Those close to the scene remarked that the fathers were either dead, in jail, or drugged out. And, of course, it is precisely because the
Redfern blacks, and blacks in general, are not ‘part of the mainstream’ in socio-economic terms or political power that violence becomes
logical.

% The Tampa was a Norwegian freighter which rescued several hundred drowning refugees in August 2001 off north-western Australia
and which provided Howard a carefully staged episode denying them a landing in Australia, thereby attracting world derision and 77%
Australian public support, turning the 2001 election Howard'’s way and allowing him to pose as a man of steel against his continent’s
‘enemies’ (Ward 2002; Charlton 2002; Marr & Wilkinson 2003).



ethnic group deserves what. ... Arguments over whose ancestors did what to whom, and who should now pay.
The parading of old wounds and endless demands for compensation. The insistence on racial differences most
of us would otherwise have never noticed. The vilification of our past and the cramping of our future. Redfern.

He then concludes,

This is the issue that could be Howard's new Tampa — an appeal to voters to save this country from the New
Racists who seek to divide us, using our government and our money.

Nothing could better illustrate the political culture of John Howard’s Australia.

ALAS, POOR ATSIC!

ATSIC has had major external problems. Perhaps the biggest is that the Howard government has been unwilling to
recognise it as institutionally legitimate. Indeed, it is uncertain that Howard would accept any indigenous body as
legitimate because he is a forthright assimilationist as he has made clear in public interviews in recent weeks. A typical
comment during these weeks refers to the idea of ‘separate’ bodies, and he said the same thing many times in similar
words, e.g.,

I have made it very plain that | don’t think having a separate body is a good idea. | have a very strong
preference for the services available to indigenous people to be delivered through mainstream agencies.
Obviously where there are pockets of disadvantage, you should have some special programmes. But | don’t
think the ATSIC experiment has been a success. | think it has been a huge failure. (Prime Minister’s transcript,
Interview on radio, Perth, 1-4-04)

As noted above, there is a lack of indigenous political space allowed in Australia. Again, Howard and many others do
not accept that indigenous people have the right to any political institutions at arm’s length from the White Man’s
control, guidelines, or pre-set goals, but only such delegated roles and outcomes as the White Man provides. Howard
and others have used, and allowed others to use ATSIC as a scapegoat, both for anti-indigenous feelings among the
public and in frustration with the persistent socio-economic woes of indigenous peoples. ATSIC’s visibility has made it
a convenient target for many reasons, few of which have anything to do with its actual role or performance.

ATSIC has also had a set of inherent problems from Day One.?? There has been a fundamental and irreconcilable
conflict between its roles as an integral part of the federal public service and its stated function as an elected
representative (in two tiers of regional and national indigenous spokesbodies). There has also been conflict between
those who wanted a strong centralised administration able to wield the cudgel against powerful government and other
interests, and those who wanted the locus of power to be the local ethno-cultural region. (Torres Strait Islanders used
their ethno-regional ‘difference’ to demand and win their own regional institutions separate from ATSIC.?) There has
been a conflict between ATSIC regional councils in some areas, ones which serve everyone indigenous living today in
the city of Cairns, say, with the local traditional cultures long occupying the area. Such regional bodies have tended to
dissolve cultural difference and act like new administrative units, sidelining traditional ethno-cultural units. Also,
ATSIC has been a highly visible federal body with limited roles or funds, in a country where most indigenous programs
and powers are