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The Women’s Reconciliation Network, NSW

The Women’s Reconciliation Network, NSW, (WRN) is an informal network of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women and other Australian women concerned with the ongoing process of reconciliation between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and the wider Australian community (hereinafter called Reconciliation).  The principal focus of our work is ‘bridge building’; ie, the shifting of attitudes within the dominant culture to create spaces in which self-determination by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, and a rights-based approach to overcoming their present disadvantage, can take place.  

Launched in Sydney in 1996, the WRN includes members of other Local Reconciliation Groups, the Women’s International League for Peace, the Catholic Women’s League, the Older Women’s Network, the Women’s Electoral Lobby, Reconciliation Australia, ANTaR, and others.  The WRN is, in turn, a member of the NSW Reconciliation Council.  All WRN members volunteer their time and resources to maintain the network, share information, hold meetings, initiate and develop projects and organise events. The WRN is in contact with the growing number of other women’s groups around Australia working towards Reconciliation.

Principally, the WRN works to:

· Promote the process of Reconciliation throughout our communities, workplaces, networks and organisations

· Raise awareness of protocols important to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples

· Foster the acknowledgment and practise of an inclusive history

· Build bridges of understanding and provide opportunities for healing

· Create partnerships for the future between women (both younger and older) from diverse backgrounds. 



Synopsis

It is the view of the Women’s Reconciliation Network (WRN) that, amongst other issues, the federal Government has failed to adequately respond to Recommendations 4 and 6 of the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation’s (CAR’s) final report:  Reconciliation:  Australia’s Challenge, – recommendations which are reflected in CAR’s Roadmaps for Reconciliation and also the 2000 and 2001 Social Justice Reports produced by the Social Justice Commissioner for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples; ie by

· not participating in the continuing education of Australian people with the aim of continuing the Reconciliation process, and 

· failing to protect the achievements and future of the Reconciliation process in legislation.

To quote from Australia’s Challenge

Recommendation 4

… all levels of government … commit themselves to continuing the process and sustaining it by: … undertaking educational and public-awareness activities to help improve understanding and relations between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and the wider community.

Recommendation 6

That the Commonwealth Parliament enact legislation (for which the Council has provided a draft in this report) to put in place a process which will unite all Australians by way of an agreement, or treaty, through which unresolved issues of reconciliation can be resolved.

The WRN hold that, in failing to act, the federal Government is generating further policy ambiguity in the already confusing area of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander affairs
 and is fuelling fires of mistrust and disillusion throughout the Australian community.  By abnegating their duty to provide guidance to Australian people through the profound changes that lie ahead, the federal Government is creating fertile ground for division.

Executive Summary

After ten years of work, which included extensive community consultation over the nature and content of a document for Reconciliation and the concurrent publication of the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission’s (HREOC’s) report on child removal policies, Bringing them home, a significant proportion of the Australian community has had its eyes opened to a history previously ignored and, to a lesser or greater extent, has an understanding of many of the factors behind the disadvantage which is still suffered by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families and their communities.  However, as CAR reported and others maintain, there is still much to be done, the ‘unfinished business’ of Reconciliation.  

The WRN hold that the success or otherwise of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders and their supporters in achieving their goals is inextricably bound with wider Australia’s awareness of the need and ability to engage constructively with fundamental change.  Changes which range from reform of the Australian constitution, understanding and acceptance of the notion of shared sovereignty, the fact of ‘unequal rights’, overcoming prejudice, having compassion and patience for the healing process taking place within Aboriginal communities, etc.

The WRN maintain that it is a responsibility of all governments to engage with and provide leadership to and education for the Australian community as a whole in order to work through this period of change constructively.  This change must accommodate the diversity of local and cultural needs and circumstances inherent in the Australian community and must be protected both in process and form by legislation supported by all parties.

Introduction

The WRN acknowledges that the formal process of Reconciliation (1991-2000) stemmed from comments and  recommendations of the Report of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody.  This report identified that the continuing disadvantage and consequent interaction with the criminal justice system experienced disproportionately by Aboriginal communities derived from the general failure by wider Australia to take responsibility for the dispossession and injustices imposed on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as a result of invasion and colonisation by Europeans and later migrants since 1788.  The instigation of Reconciliation was also in step with a decade of national introspection associated with late twentieth century calls for a treaty: 

… we have to establish the justification, the legitimacy of our occupation.  And that means the legitimacy of our relationship with the original inhabitants, the Aborigines.

H C ‘Nugget’ Coombs

The bill establishing the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation (CAR) as a statutory authority was passed with the consensus of all parties in the federal Parliament in 1991.  CAR was to work overseeing Reconciliation until the centenary of Federation in 2001.  During the process, wider Australia was to gain an appreciation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander disadvantage and its remedy.  The Commonwealth in turn sought:

… an ongoing commitment from governments at all levels to cooperate and to coordinate with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission as appropriate to address progressively Aboriginal disadvantage and aspirations in relation to land, housing, law and justice, cultural heritage, education, employment, health, infrastructure, economic development and any other relevant matters …

Over the ensuing decade, CAR and other organisations committed resources to promoting the vision of:

A united Australia which respects this land of ours; values the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander heritage; and provides justice and equity for all.

A central plank in CAR’s strategy in achieving this goal was the dissemination of specifically-produced printed and audio-visual information to all corners of the Australian community, notably schools.  This information, broadly speaking, included:

· broad distribution of a quarterly magazine Walking Together and other occasional publications

· production and distribution of a Learning Circle kit

· production and distribution of a wide-range of booklets dealing with eight key issues of concern identified through consultation with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community.

Integral to the success of this information dissemination was the contracting of special co-ordinators in each state, under the umbrella of Australians for Reconciliation (AFRs)
 who acted to bring together groups and individuals interested in being involved in the process.  The AFRs, in turn, produced information of their own, eg, the regular Footsteps newsletter in NSW.  The WRN believe that without the AFRs, there would not be the People’s Movement for Reconciliation as we know it today.

The WRN acknowledges that as much as the federal Government has responsibility to show leadership for and to continue to support Reconciliation, it is the responsibility of the WRN, as for all Local Reconciliation Groups (LRGs), to build on achievements to date and maintain progress into the future.  Whilst the WRN will continue to use their limited resources to the best advantage in the furthering of broad-based learning in key sectors of the Australian community, we hold that a responsibility to reciprocate also lies with the federal Government.

Sustaining the Process

In his 2001 Social Justice Report, Dr William Jonas is emphatic that governments have failed to achieve the lasting change that is needed to 

… ensure that Indigenous people can participate in Australian society without discrimination and on the basis of true equality.

It has been recorded on numerous occasions that a major contribution to such lasting change has to be made through a shift in the attitudes of wider Australia.  The WRN hold that during the past two year’s; ie, since the end of the statutory period of Reconciliation, the federal Government has failed to reciprocate the efforts of people at the grass roots of the process.  Numerous areas of concern are outlined in the following discussion:

Leadership for the reconciliation process

Firstly, the WRN affirm the strategies for leadership set out in the CAR document Sustaining the Reconciliation Process and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner’s 2000 and 2001 Social Justice Reports.  However, it is our view that as there was a ‘sunset clause’ in the 1991 CAR legislation; ie, that the formal process could be wound up after the first ten years, that this fact always left the way open for a retreat in federal Government support.   

Indeed, two years after the winding up of CAR, the Reconciliation agenda appears frozen at a federal Government level; there is no formal process and, despite CAR’s recommendations, no monitoring and accountability at a national level.  The net result is that at a community level, even with the continuing activity of the LRGs, Reconciliation is vulnerable to the prevailing apathy and ignorance CAR identified in its various social research initiatives
.  

There is, at the time of writing, no detail in the twenty-odd pages of the federal Government’s response to the CAR documents and the interrelated issues set out in the Social Justice Report for 2000.  The WRN is not aware of publicly available federal Government strategies as to implementation of recommendations, notwithstanding any detailed financial commitment.  The WRN holds that there is a considerable responsibility on the part of the federal Government to take the lead in these matters, especially when response from the States and Territories is required.

There should also be a concerted effort on the part of the federal Government to show national leadership in the implementation of the ‘human rights framework for reconciliation’ based on four inter-related principles outlined by the Social Justice Commissioner
, briefly:

· No discrimination

· Progressive realisation

· Effective participation

· Effective remedies

Secondly, the splintering of definitions of what Reconciliation actually means, led by the present federal Government  (‘practical’ versus ‘symbolic’, etc), is at odds with work done over ten year’s by CAR and, particularly, the will of the thousands of people who contributed to the final Australian Document Towards Reconciliation presented at Corroboree 2000.  

It is significant that at Corroboree 2000, it was not onto the final CAR Declaration that all the Heads of Government and community leaders, etc, placed their painted hands, but a copy of CAR’s vision formulated year’s earlier.  It can only be questioned then, where has the ten years of work by thousands of Australians has taken us?  Is Reconciliation to remain as ephemeral as a vision?  In another example, the federal Government, in response to the people’s Australian Document Towards Reconciliation, presented its own
.  Does that mean that we still actually have two documents? Is that like having two treaties, one for either side?

On the ground, the general feeling is an open question.  “What’s the Government doing?”, is an oft heard refrain.  People want to know, “Why isn’t anything happening?”  There is a general perception of a void.  The WRN has borne witness to the beneficial effects process and healing through Reconciliation have had on communities.  What legacy then if Reconciliation in this country remains merely a withering slogan to be parroted
 rather than representing sets of strategies for deep and lasting change?

Thirdly, Reconciliation is a growing, worldwide movement with a deepening theoretical base, eg, the principles of a ‘shared’ or ‘inclusive’ histories, of ‘collective differences’
, a sense of connection which is parallel but not shared
.  Australians are not alone in overcoming the legacy of their colonial past.  The federal Government has the opportunity now to engage in this global dialogue.  

Education for reconciliation-

A central plank in CAR’s original strategy was the dissemination of specifically-produced printed and audio-visual information to all corners of the Australian community, notably schools.  This information, broadly speaking, covered:

· issues of fact, such as the Mabo decision and other aspects of the flawed portrayal of history with which generations of Australians had grown up 

· guidelines for how to galvanise locally-based community action, such as through the formation of discussion groups and LRGs which, in turn, worked to further raise awareness and provide forums for interaction between Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander peoples and other Australians 

· outlined strategies for running media campaigns to raise the profile of Reconciliation and associated issues, and

· provided the basis for extensive lists and catalogues of contacts and resources related to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander issues.

It is the experience of the WRN that CAR
, together with the AFRs and LRGs in each state, was successful in bringing to the attention of wider Australia, numerous  aspects of Australia’s ‘shared history’ about which the general population was still largely ignorant, eg, knowledge of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as the traditional owners of land and waters, that they comprise many language groups and nations which were unjustly dispossessed of their lands and waters by various, often violent, acts of dispossession that continued as  families and communities were rounded up onto missions and reserves, and particularly, as made evident in Bringing them home, by the forcible removal of children.  

With this new learning, a significant proportion of wider Australia has now begun to appreciate and accept differences between their own and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures, come to terms with a significant mistrust of wider Australia as well as make an informed assessment of the disadvantage and dysfunction found in  many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.  

Throughout this process, LRGs in particular
, have used printed CAR literature and materials, as well as, their own resources, in the creation of forums for the wider Australian population to begin to learn that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have survived, that their cultures are dynamic and thriving, and that individuals and communities  have, despite enormous trauma, increasing capacity to be self-determining and achieve economic  independence.  In turn, some Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders have been able to advance their own healing within such Reconciliation forums.  Raising awareness of the general population is a significant achievement of the first ten year’s; but how do we proceed into the future?  The learning process must evolve and continue to deal with changing attitudes and perceptions.

Notwithstanding the CAR strategy which calls on the federal Government to provide adequate and accurate materials to further the teaching of true history to all school children
, at the moment there are insufficient resources available for furthering the learning process in the general community.  For example, there has been nothing in the way of useful literature provided directly by the federal Government over the past two years.  This is of great concern to the People’s Movement whose engagement is hinged upon relevant and timely information.  

One strategy would be to review the key issues derived at the outset of the process by CAR.  Such a review would identify any new concerns within the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, as well as, any growing need in the general population to be well-informed while considering issues such as constitutional change, rights issues such as the areas of ‘special measures’ and ‘inherent rights’, the differences between substantive and formal equality, relevant developments in International Law, explanation and strategies for adopting the ‘human rights framework for reconciliation’, agreements and treaties, etc.  Such new information would allow understandings in the community to continue to develop from where they are now.  Such information should, of course,  be non-partisan.

Presently, we have the unacceptable situation where ATSIC and DAA are carrying the burden of providing literature and promotional materials used by all Australians in the furthering of Reconciliation issues
.  It is unacceptable that ‘black money’ is being used to resource the education of the entire Australian population.  Reconciliation Australia (RA), as is well known, is greatly under-resourced administratively, financially and in staff numbers; presently they cannot extend their limited funding toward the production of educational materials, advertising and promotion, etc, however desirable.

As well, as was readily acknowledged by CAR, there remains a significant number of Australians who are unaware or ill-informed about basic issues.  For significant change to occur in the situation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, there must be ongoing  effort put into revealing the truth of Australia’s history and its contribution to present disadvantage; Reconciliation is a whole-of-country issue. 

The WRN hold that there is an obligation for the federal Government to provide resources to maintain high-levels of relevant, unbiased information to help guide the Australian population through this period of change and adjustment.  To not do so is irresponsible.

People’s movement for reconciliation

The federal Government is close-lipped in its position with regard to the People’s Movement.  A video screened at Corroboree 2000 depicting the Australian Document Towards Reconciliation, was produced by the Prime Minister’s own media department; yet we don’t see copies of it for sale in ABC shops. 

Yet as a generator of propaganda materials during the ten-year process, CAR, on behalf of the Australian parliament. was demonstrably effective; ie, in the research, manufacture and distribution of information.  The CAR Media Committee prided itself in being responsive to change.

Since the disbanding of CAR and the dismantling of the network of AFRs, however, the information flow has stopped.  The People’s Movement have had to adapt by retreating to the hills of the information landscape, relying a great deal on the internet.  

The history in this era becomes elusive.  Popular culture is resilient though.  In its more visible forms, such as major film releases, information can move across national borders and into homes on video and DVD in the blink of an eye, eg, the recent high profile of the Stolen Generation film, Rabbit-proof Fence, followed moments later by Black & White, or Australian Rules which reveals racial intolerance in a modern-day context, ironically, through the lens of a national football game based on the ethos of ‘a fair go’ and, lastly, the film, Tracker, which paints a grim example of the kind of frontier violence experienced by Australian Aborigines during the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

All these films deal in some way with ‘black versus white’ relations in this country.  It is doubtful that they would have achieved funding for production and wide-release domestically before Reconciliation.  Also, as each film is seen internationally, the Reconciliation agenda, too, moves offshore.  The recalcitrance of the Australian people’s federal Government is now showing on centre stage, the world.  

In the arena of race relations, Reconciliation has brought Australians a long way since its inception over a decade ago, but Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander kids are still more likely to wake up face-to-face with armed police staring down at them after hammering down their doors or be raised in atmospheres of anger, family violence and fear, than kids from wider Australia.

People in relationship with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples know that there is a long way to go before there is a significant understanding in the wider community of the pressure bearing upon the lives of these people.  The sheer bodily force of the recent culture against the old.

What has occurred in the general community, after ten years of trial and error, is the adoption of several points of Aboriginal etiquette or protocol.  Welcome to country and acknowledgment of traditional owners are two such points.  In the words of Rhoda Roberts, one of the pioneers in their implementation
, observance of such protocol, not only places Aboriginal people in their correct relationships to others in the gathering, especially by according respect to elders, but also conveys to the general population the vast diversity of cultures that make up Aboriginal statehood – ‘nations’ to use the collective.

Thus Aboriginal (and Torres Strait Islander) cultures and their precedence in the Australian state are popularly expressed, out of politeness.  The law of country is absorbed into Australian consciousness.  Its variousness a world of difference, but with binding found in rules of protocol:  parallel cultures building bridges, walking side by side, together.  How long will it take the bureaucracy of rule to catch up?

Copies of the Opening Ceremony for Sydney 2000 are on the shelves of ABC Bookshops; but you can’t find copies of Corroboree 2000.  Perhaps, out of political correctness, the federal Government is waiting for a parliament of Aboriginal elders to take the lead. 

Ceremonies

The WRN acknowledge the federal Governments support of protocols and ceremonies which are important to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and are to be given Commonwealth encouragement; ie, are

… appropriate on certain occasions and in certain Commonwealth ceremonies

The WRN, in respect of the action recommended by CAR in Sustaining the Process,  ask whether such protocols have been included in Commonwealth parliamentary procedures.  Are elders regularly invited to participate in such functions as the opening of Parliament? 

The WRN hold that a demonstrative step by the federal Government would be the initiation and support for a readily-available and widely-promoted publication offering guidelines regarding such protocols. 

Symbols of reconciliation

The WRN affirm the CAR strategies regarding symbols for Reconciliation.  The most powerful symbols, however, do not always have a material component.  The WRN Is disappointed at the insensitivity the federal Government has shown towards key symbols of Reconciliation.  As mentioned above, the lack of courage displayed by them in the taking up of and hands-on endorsement of the Australian Document Towards Reconciliation is an example; that was a real body-blow to the People’s Movement.  The subsequent lack of desire to create symbolic markings of their commitment to the recommendations of CAR and others only confirms a wide-spread suspicion that the federal Government is hoping that the issue of Reconciliation will just go away.

It has not sought to take a public stand about the implementation of the recommendations, despite their own statement of commitment to an ongoing process.  To overcome this, RA and the SRCs put out the call for a Reconciliation Corroboree in December, 2002, asking Heads of Government to detail their strategies.  

The federal Government was quick to embrace the significance of the Opening Ceremony for the Olympic Games in Sydney 2000, and to create effigies, eg, Reconciliation Place, yet it will not engage in on-the-ground dialogue, eg, by flatly sidelining the notion of a treaty, etc, as divisive.  In terms of transparency of process, WRN has grave concerns over the way the federal Government planned and constructed Reconciliation Place.  Notwithstanding the failure to respect Aboriginal interest groups, at no time was the design competition made open to public scrutiny.  There has been no publication or exhibition of design submissions which, in themselves, represent a valuable contribution to the national dialogue on symbols of Reconciliation.

With regard to the Declaration, can the federal Government report on the breadth of its circulation and adoption within the community?  Has the general feeling in the community toward the document been measured since the last of CAR’s social research initiatives?  Has the level or quality of feeling in the general population changed?  What monitoring has taken place regarding implementation of commitment from business, local government, schools, NGOs, etc?

To the People’s Movement, this federal Governments rejection of the ‘hearts and minds’ approach to Reconciliation as promoted by CAR is, itself, symbolic.  Has this approach been utterly rejected and, if not, then how?  For example, has the federal Government the good will to engage Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander ‘hearts and minds’ by taking part in the change of date for Australia Day as proposed by CAR.  Has the federal Government the courage to create a national memorial to honour those who died during the invasion of this country and celebrate the survival of Aboriginal people?

Formal recognition of the documents of reconciliation

As the Social Justice Commissioner makes plain, it is one thing to acknowledge the past but quite another to ‘deal with its consequences’
.   To this end, many, many people of wisdom, both from the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and wider Australia have emphasised that Reconciliation must be protected by legislation
.  In our experience, this an area of great concern to Aboriginal elders and the WRN demands that the general public be informed of the federal Government’s progress toward this end.

CAR have outlined the actions that must be taken by the federal Government and emphasise that there should be a, ‘comprehensive community awareness program about the Australian Constitution, and how it could through appropriate amendment, recognise the rights of all Australians, including the rights of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians’
.

The present federal Government response
 regarding the amendment of s25 of the Australian Constitution is insufficient. 

Conclusion

The present Government’s position on ‘practical reconciliation’ versus process, promotes an individualistic and apparently selective approach which is more narrow than the ideal of co-existence emphasising a community approach pursued by CAR and the Social Justice Commissioner, in the vernacular, ‘Walking Together’.  By ignoring CAR, the methods of the federal Government contain an implied obligation for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples to ‘improve’ by some arbitrary measure to meet alleged mainstream expectations.  In the rhetoric of practical reconciliation there are signs of a retreat to former assimilation attitudes and a lack of commitment to the pursuit of constructive attitude shift in the wider community.  Here the federal Government is out of step with the thousands of people who make up the People’s Movement as well as Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders who seek redress for decades of injustice. 

The WRN call on the federal Government to review its current commitment to Reconciliation and seek effective ways to implement the recommendations outlined by CAR and the Social Justice Commissioner.   This review should include the setting of adequate targets and monitoring of their achievement, as well as a consistency of federal Government responses with States, Territories and their agencies to ensure a whole-of-country approach to the process is maintained.

The WRN, with others, maintain that education is crucial for all Australians in this process and is the only way to instil confidence during a demanding period of change and guarantee the growth of Reconciliation.  We call on all Governments to give ongoing  cross-party support to the process outlined by CAR, a plan which reflects ten years of negotiation and hours of dedicated work by hundreds of members of the Australian community.
Quotes from the Women’s Reconciliation Network’s 1998 video production, Around the Kitchen Table:





We are still sovereign owners of this country.  We’ve never relinquished it.  We’ve never signed a treaty.  We’ve got to keep enforcing it into our children because we’re not dispossessed people.  We still walk this land.  We are the owners of this land.  We belong to the land.  


Jean Carter, Aboriginal Elder, World Vision Indigenous Program





The reconciliation process has really given people, in a non-threatening way, a platform to come together; because, before, they felt uncomfortable and I think it’s the only thing that’s given everybody this chance to become united.


Rasme Berolah-Prior, Torres Strait Islander, member of the Women’s Reconciliation Network 





This is a perfect opportunity for us, as a complete society, to dig within ourselves and go out to acquire some better conflict resolution techniques.  We can be political and not confrontational.  We can be forthright and will serve reconciliation better … if we are inclusive; just as the Aboriginal concept of land is inclusive. 


Stella Cornelius AO OBE, Conflict Resolution Network, member of the Women’s Reconciliation Network 





We need to encourage people to be part of a movement. 


Angela Chan, Ethnic Communities Council 





I believe that without addressing the reconciliation issue, there will not be any peace in this land. We are all tied up with the land.  This land is now our home … There should be continuation of the talk and conversation and search for peace.


Deborah Wall, Filipino Women’s Working Party, member of  the Women’s Reconciliation Network





I don’t think it will end in 2001.  I think it will go on as long as we have energy. 


Betty Little, Yorta Yorta, Singer Songwriter
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