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       Australia’s Greatest Challenge   

   
As we walked towards the Aboriginal elders in one of the Jawoyn communities in the 
Northern Territory the smiles that greeted us melted away 200 years of chilling 
indifference. The handshakes were strong. There was nothing but warmth and 
enthusiasm for working together.  
 
So why do the surveys show that only 7.2 per cent of us know an Aboriginal family? 
White Australians have nothing to fear from Indigenous people. 
We have to close the space between us, meet on common ground, listen calmly and 
lend a hand. 
 
The truth is that the First Australians are usually thought of last. Yet each one of us 
can do something to change that centuries old inequity. 
 
A swimmer and a storyteller, we started by listening to what the Jawoyn people told 
us they wanted to build. We help find the tools and there is no better tool than 
education. A nationwide Reading Challenge to develop literacy, support for the 
mothers to build up the Women’s Centres as a place for health education and early-
learning for their infants, a Literacy Backpack full of the right books to be enjoyed in 
homes that are now bookless, in communities that still have no public library - all 
these projects flow from careful listening to people who have been ignored for a very 
long time.  
 
We also listened to the Australian Indigenous Doctors Association, the doctors on the 
front line of a genuine health emergency. The Sunrise Health Service Aboriginal 
Corporation told us that health education could help. Because for every year of 
education for the young Aboriginal mother, she might see her child gain another four 
years of life expectancy. What are we waiting for? We must make a commitment until 
her child enjoys the same equal opportunity for health and life expectancy as every 
other Australian child.  
 
We remembered the words of the late and great Charles Perkins that the Freedom 
Rides to the country towns of NSW were not only about tearing down the barbed wire 
of segregation. Pools can mean healthier Aboriginal children. Former Australian-of-
the-Year, Dr Fiona Stanley has given us the science proving that regular swimming in 
a clean pool can reduce the ear infections that lead to permanent hearing loss in so 
many Aboriginal children. We will work with the Perkins Family, Aboriginal 
communities and the Federal, Territory and State Governments, to help build pools 
because they can help extend life in places where early onset illnesses are in plague 
proportions. Pools can reduce the skin sores, pyoderma, that often leads to acute 
rheumatic heart fever, worse in our communities than anywhere else in the world.  
Swimming can also help improve the world’s highest rates of trachoma.  
 
So many life threatening illnesses and diseases that are cutting the heart out of several 
generations of Indigenous people are preventable and treatable. This challenges the 
rest of us as we enjoy a Golden Age of prosperity.  
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Yes Charles Perkins, we promise to raise our voices against Racism and to tear down 
the barbed wire that divides our land. 
 
Yes Dr Stanley, we agree that Australia can and must ensure that all  10,000 
Indigenous children born this year become part of the first Australian generation of 
true equality. Think of this and it will make us all stronger. 
 
Each of us can take the small steps to get closer. Not only in the remote communities 
but around our cities and suburbs. Seventy per cent of Australia’s Indigenous people 
live downtown. What are we waiting for?  
 
We can’t walk away.  
These are Australian citizens. These are our children. 
 
[Ian Thorpe is Australia’s World Champion Swimmer. 
Jeff McMullen, a writer, is Director (gratis) of Ian Thorpe’s Fountain for Youth 
Trust.] 
 


