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Victorian Institute of Teaching Registered
Experienced High School Maths Teacher.

Western Suburb class at Caroline Springs

start on February
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More than one year has elapsed since the
historic apology to the Stolen Generation made
by the Prime Minister Kevin Rudd. It was on
the eve of its first anniversary that Australian
of the Year Michael Dodson came out with a
new suggestion. He did so on another historic
day, January 26, 2009, which the country is
celebrating as Australia Day.

What Dodson suggested was the nation
ought to discuss as to whether it ought to be
celebrated as Australia Day. It is not difficult to
see what prompted him to make the suggestion.
Although the country celebrates January 26 as
Australia Day, Australian Aboriginals, at least
some of them, have been staging a protest on
this day. To them it still remains the Invasion
Day, the day on which the white setters first
arrived in the land. Their feelings have been
expressed by Marnie Kennedy as follows:

“Today, they celebrate Australian Day
For us it’s sad in a way

Will they remember what it cost?
Will they remember what we lost?

Yes, today they celebrate

The taking at our land

Yes today two hundred years ago

There was no one to give us a helping hand”

However, all the same, it was a refusal to
open a discussion on an important national
question. Dodson did not make a demand. He
too put it in a diplomatic manner. Let us have
conversation, he said. The P.M. could have
easily agreed to that. What has been lacking
in the entire process of handling aboriginal
affairs, is proper consultation.

The attitude of white rulers from the very
beginning had been one which says bluntly: we
know the problem, we have the solution, and
we don’t have to seek the advice of anyone.
That was the attitude that had been adopted
from the time the indigenous people were
put into reserves and controlled under strict
rules, up to the time John Howard refused to
apologise to the stolen generation. With the
advent of the new Labor government, under
Kevin Rudd who was gracious enough to offer
the apology, one would have expected that
attitude to change. The rejection of Dodson’s
suggestion wholesale by Kevin Rudd seemed
to give a different signal. Any aggrieved party
would like to be consulted on what measures
are to be taken to redress their grievances.
John Howard displayed his unwillingness to
consult even the territory government when
he decided on his intervention programme into
Northern Territory Aboriginal settlements.
The irony is that his decision to intervene
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It is true that it was a Labor Government,
under Paul Keeling that corrected the biggest
mistake made by early settlers, through its
historic Mabo Legislation which restored
the ownership of the land to Australia’s first
citizens. It was the occasion on which the long-
held myth of terra nullius was finally put to
rest. Although subsequently watered down by
John Howard by his Wick Legislations, Mabo
Act remains the first meaningful step taken by
the government in the long process of giving
back the dignity denied than for more over
two centuries.

What Kevin Rudd did, admirably with
the co-operation of then opposition leader,
Brendan Nelson, one year ago, on the
Apology Day, was something his predecessor
John Howard had been resisting for well over
ten years, that was the apology that Howard
refused to make, claiming his government was
not responsible for what earlier governments
had done.

As Kevin Rudd rightly said on that occasion
apology was just the first step, the beginning
of a long and difficult road to making the
Australian Aboriginals equal partners in the
nation’s life and progress. There was a lot
to be done in order to bring the indigenous
population to the level of the non-Aboriginal
Australians. They are lagging behind the rest
in regard to their life span, regard to health,
housing and living conditions, education,
employment and also alcohol abuse. There
is no quick fix to overcome any of these ills
or disadvantages. Unless and until all these
conditions are improved, the Australian
Aboriginals as a whole will remain a third
world population in a first world country.

No one would say that the Prime Minister,
his minister in charge of Aborigines Affairs and
the government as a team are not committed to
improving the situation. There was the 20-20
summit which again highlighted the problem.
At the same time, the suggestion made by
Mick Dodson brings out one aspect in the
operation that perhaps has been overlooked,
may be due to the urgency and the seriousness
of the problem. Why did the prime minister
who was so forthcoming on the issue of the
apology dismiss the suggestion wholesale?
He did it with respect and in a dignified way.
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was prompted by a report by a committee
appointed by Territory government itself.
Consulting the local Aboriginal Organizations
or even the Elders would not have been even
the thought of under such conditions. This
intervention was for an urgent problem, but in
concerns the life of these people who should
have a say, even though they may be part of
the problem.

The new government has decided to
continue the programme, in spite of protests
from Indigenous organizations. There again,
intentions are honest. Hopefully, there will
be some sort of consultation in the process.
The more you involve the community in
the operation, the more effective and lasting
would be the solutions.

Howard government abolished the only
national  organization representing  the
indigenous people of Australia, the ATSIC.
It is true that it was ineffective. There might
have been corruption and wastage of money.
But the existence of a representative body that
could speak on behalf of all indigenous people,
and a body that the government can consult
on national issues, is a crying need, even in
an advisory capacity. The position has not so
far been corrected. However, the government
appears to be avoiding the acknowledgment of
leaders of Aboriginal people, maybe because
they were critical of government policy. These
leaders appear occasionally, but they do not
seem to be making much of a contribution at
present.

There are some individuals, mostly White
Australian men and women, some in their
retirement, devoting their time and money
for improving the living conditions of the
Aboriginal people. While acknowledging their
quiet, but valuable service to the nation, it has
to be pointed out that a more concerted effort
has to be made to tackle the whole issue.

Why not enlist our sportsmen and women,
including the Aboriginal sports people and
professionals who can devote their time to this
exercise. For this operation to be a success,
it must be turned into a national campaign
wherein the entire nation takes responsibility
to setting one section of the nation truly on
their feet.




