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If we look to the longer timelines of Australian history, if we acknowledge the 
Ancestors and their development of Indigenous knowledge, if we remember that 
we are gathered here still on Aboriginal land, on Darug country, where more 
generations than we will ever know persisted against all odds, then we will surely 
appreciate the hard work and the great progress made by so many who came 
before us. 
 
We should honour all of those who have struggled to establish equality in our 
human family because often the good work done by these men and women is not 
fully evident until long after they are gone. I do not Romanticise the past but I 
try to understand it.  In that way we see that each one of us can lend a hand now, 
with genuine humility but also with some patience and a conviction that it does 
help move us down that road to equality. Humility and patience are virtues I 
have come to deeply appreciate in so many Aboriginal people for whom I have 
the greatest respect. 
 
After travelling this world for more than fifty years and seeing the best and 
worst of humanity, I have no doubt that the road to better days will be a long 
road and the search for equality may always be a great struggle. But it is the 
right struggle and once you face up to the truth in your mind you will see that 
even in very troubling times there are opportunities for progress. There is reason 
to believe in equality. 
 
 
 
Let’s be honest Australia! Equality here is a hope, not a reality.  The truth is that 
most Indigenous people in this country still face discrimination and deep 
disadvantage in health, wealth, housing, employment, education and even the 
fundamental opportunity for peace of mind and happiness.  
 
Yet on several fronts there has been an awakening here that when it comes to the 
health of the entire human family we are all connected and that as our 
population grows this inter-dependence becomes critical. 
 
Think about the major threats to all of our children. There’s the movement of 
human viruses around the world, a threat Stephen Hawking believes could end 
our species in less than a thousand years.  There’s the so-called obesity epidemic 
of lifestyle illnesses that could mean our children have a shorter life expectancy 
than we do. As well, there’s a contagion of depression and anxiety, mental illness 
in very serious proportions, which mars contentment with the materialism of our 
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Age. Global Warming has introduced another massive threat to the health of the 
human species and indeed almost every living creature in the biosphere. On top 
of all this we are told that we are in the worst economic season since the Great 
Depression. Not much to smile about in that list! 
 
If we face up to these threats with honesty and courage we can appreciate that to 
some extent they are connected.  For the first time in the history of the earth a 
single species is threatening the health of all life in our biosphere.  
 
Behaving like predators may shorten the tenure of our species. The average 
innings is about ten million years but will we get to that? Cooperation, a sense of 
the common good, a belief in human equality and reasonable balance is our true 
custodial role in the bigger scheme of things. This, in a sense, is an animist 
concept, an Aboriginal way of looking at our world and I thank Aboriginal 
people for sharing this way of seeing and feeling. 
 
It is a perfect time, I believe, for Australians to recognize that the struggle for 
equality is the brightest and most hopeful way for us to reach that reasonable 
balance. It is the greatest challenge and the way forward for our nation.  
 
When about 70% of our human health is shaped by our socio-economic status, 
our environment, the home we live in, our education, employment and ability to 
access primary health care, it should be perfectly clear why Aboriginal people 
are about five times sicker than the rest of us. This is before we come to 
institutionalised discrimination and disastrous discriminatory policies like the 
Northern Territory Intervention. 
 
The disadvantage faced by most Indigenous people is stunning right here 
Western Sydney where we have more than 45,000 Indigenous people, the largest 
single enclave in the country. 
 
Health, education, employment and good housing are the fundamental human 
rights we have failed to deliver to Aboriginal people around this nation. This 
holds us back from that reasonable balance.   
 
 
 
 
The federal intervention in the Northern Territory this year, planned by a 
government that outrageously neglected the well being of hundreds of thousands 
of Aboriginal people, almost completely misreads the real trauma and the 
greatest threat to Aboriginal children. 
While claiming to “save the children” from sexual abuse and neglect, the 
intervention began with the wrong words, the wrong tone and with no 
consultation with the leaders of communities where whole families en masse were 
suddenly treated as helpless wards of the state.  
 
Look closely at the true emergency affecting children in the heart of this country, 
not the political state of emergency declared by men in search of shock and awe 
to try to win an election, not the ideological emergency declared in the grimmest 
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chapter of the bitter Culture Wars against Aboriginal autonomy, not the 
emergency aimed at shattering the Northern Territory Land Rights Act and 
ending communal ownership of land, nor the redemptive emergency hatched by 
a Prime Minister desperate to remove the stain on history of his Government’s 
institutionalised neglect of Aboriginal needs and rights. 
 
In a compelling call for truth at an historic moment for all Australians one of our 
true and most reasonable statesmen, Patrick Dodson, declared that the Howard 
Government had never made a legitimate case for the removal of land from 
Aboriginal ownership in the Northern Territory. It was clear, Pat said, that this 
intervention was using the emotive issue of child abuse to try to implement a 
radical Indigenous policy agenda. 
 
With extraordinary tolerance and forgiveness many Indigenous voices including 
Pat and Mick Dodson, Lowitja O’Donoghue,  Tom Calma, Olga Havnen, David 
Ross, Pat Turner and Marion Scrymgour, have spoken of converting this 
disastrous grab for control of Aboriginal communities into a hopeful program 
based on consultation and respect. 
 
 
 
The intervention, it must be said, has ignored the most fundamental human 
rights of the First Australians. In some cases the intervention clearly has made 
their family circumstances even worse.  The women and children are always the 
first to suffer.  
 
Some community stores in the Northern Territory are going under as people are 
forced to use food vouchers in the larger towns because welfare payments are 
quarantined regardless of that family’s behaviour.   
 
Such marked discrimination could only be formalized by our federal parliament 
by setting aside the provisions of the Racial Discrimination Act.  This is wrong. 
The law should be challenged and then changed. 
 
Australia cannot begin a new hopeful era for Aboriginal people by ignoring the 
International Conventions on the Rights of the Child that oblige our government 
not only to protect all of our children from physical or mental abuse or neglect, 
but to provide the social programs that would truly support children and their 
carers. There are over 7,500 Aboriginal children in the Northern Territory not 
attending school and thousands more around the country not even enrolled for 
any form of education. The Rudd Government’s promises to create pre-
schooling for all Australian four year olds and to introduce more skills training 
within highschools are a powerful new start. But let’s remember that thousands 
of Aboriginal children live in areas that have no highschool at all. Most are not 
completing highschool and with a literacy rate of a six year old will struggle to 
find their way out of the maze of poverty and poor health.  
 
If we want to see healthy Aboriginal people we must recognise that “Closing the 
Gap” in Education is the essential first step to “Close the Gap” in Life 
Expectancy. 
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This is the science that underscores the “Close the Gaps” campaign. Drawing on 
the work of Dr Fraser Mustard and others in Canada we know that for every 
additional year of education we can add to a whole community of those teenage 
Aboriginal girls who will become young mothers we can add up to four years to 
the life expectancy of their first babies. The Aboriginal scholar, Professor Ken 
Wyatt, adds that every additional year of education also reduces the risk of 
Aboriginal infant mortality by seven to ten per cent. 
 
Can there be any greater incentive for each one of us? 
 
The “Close the Gaps” campaign, mustering the resources and the expertise of 
many of Australia’s leading health and education organizations, has calculated 
that a half billion dollar annual boost in primary health care will be the 
foundation for better health for all Indigenous Australians.  
 
Our Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd and Minister for Indigenous Affairs, Jenny 
Macklin, have indicated that boosting primary health care, providing more 
teachers and establishing early learning for all Australian pre-school children, 
are important thrusts of the new agenda and the “Education Revolution”. We 
have a Prime Minister who now pledges to “Close the Gaps”. 
 
Let us not pretend that the federal intervention in the Northern Territory has 
not done some very serious damage to the psyche of those communities. There 
has been great shame caused by the intervention. There is also a measurable 
drift by men from the remote communities to the fringe camps around the larger 
towns. This was expected and maybe even intended by those who planned this 
radical Indigenous agenda to take control of Aboriginal lands through five year 
leases then 99 year leases, surrendering control to government managers, while 
the claim was made that this was somehow making Aboriginal people less 
welfare dependent. “Tough Love” is one of the most Orwellian concepts 
favoured by the neo-conservatives and there is no evidence anywhere that it 
works. 
 
 
 
 
Lowitja O’Donoghue has already given the new Government and the nation the 
clearest advice about the words we need to find. Start by saying SORRY, sorry 
for what we have done and what we have not done. In her wisdom Professor 
O’Donoghue knows that this is essential for healing the deepest hurts and closing 
the space between us. 
 
Mercifully, Prime Minister Kevin Rudd also has promised to change the 
clumsiest aspects of the intervention by reinstating the protective permit system 
and reforming the CDEP system of wages that pays vital community workers 
like assistant teachers. Ending the land grab and the harsh and humiliating 
control of Aboriginal community life remains to be negotiated in consultation 
with Indigenous leaders who actually live in the Northern Territory.  The 
squandering of tax payer’s money on a whole new layer of Center Link 



 5 

bureaucrats is also a challenge yet to be sorted out, along with the grog 
restrictions that didn’t work in Noel Pearson’s Cape York communities and have 
not worked in remote communities in the Northern Territory either. 
 
 It will not be popular with Australians but much research on alcohol abuse 
indicates that the most effective way to ease damage to families is to tax the 
higher alcoholic content drinks and to restrict the flow of alcohol at retail outlets. 
 
 Fiddling with prohibition has never worked anywhere in the world. Turning off 
the grog tap for some part of the day, some days of the week, must be equitable 
and non-discriminatory. Only when we see Aboriginal drinking as another facet 
of Australia’s binge drinking culture can we conceive the health promotional 
messages that will have any chance of success. 
 
Alcohol is Australia’s most socially damaging drug and as it is legal enormous 
amounts of money are vested in the status quo. If it took centuries to educate 
people about the massive health damage caused by smoking we can assume it 
will be a long effort in health promotion to move a majority towards other 
enlightened action. 
 
Isn’t enlightenment the key? 
 
To understand the way forward all Australian children must know that they will 
have a shorter life expectancy than their parents unless they use their heads. 
 
Instead of dramatizing death and disease, instead of  prohibition and welfare 
impoundment, we need an incentive based program that rewards young 
Australians for developing life-skills and putting their life force in balance.  
 
For instance, federally funded school camps should focus now on the obesity 
epidemic, an understanding of nutrition and the connection between life style 
and life expectancy.  Schools need to value life-skills education as much as other 
essential knowledge. Yes, the young always think they are indestructible and this 
is partly a rite of passage. But the indulgence of our over-indulged generation 
has set a very poor example. Our emphasis on a relentless quest for materialism 
is linked with an appetite, perhaps an addiction, to a very damaging diet and 
behaviour. What are we do doing to set the example that children can emulate? 
 
Don’t expect health campaigns about smoking, alcohol, other drugs or risky 
social behaviour to have any dramatic effect while our society at large is 
essentially out of kilter. Food manufacturers and governments must recognize 
that we need to change the relentless marketing of a junk food lifestyle that can 
only pile life after life onto the human junk heap when this is so unnecessary. 
 
We do need a national effort to find our life force, to live well, to understand that 
the mind and the body must be trained and fine tuned to give us the greatest 
capacity for good and happiness.  
 
Great athletes like Ian Thorpe, Cathy Freeman or Michael Long from another 
era, would say it is really a matter of showing heart. 
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It is finding that belief as a nation that all of our children have the right to health 
and education, seeing that as our most important national goal, and knowing 
that when that day comes we can truly say that we have built a great society for 
all. 
 
 
 
Jeff McMullen 
 
 
 


