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       A Lost Year 
 
Like many Australians I long to see Aboriginal children treated equally, enjoying the 
full promise of all life can be.  
So I choose my words carefully when I say that the Northern Territory intervention 
has been a lost year for Aboriginal children.  
Why? Well think about the single most profound effect of this intervention.  
For an entire year through the heat of relentless political attention our nation has taken 
a red-hot poker and branded Aboriginal people as the problem.  
It is not the children who have been the real focus of this intervention. Its crushing, 
long-term damage has been to condemn Aboriginal men and women as being 
generally irresponsible and incapable of managing their own destiny. 
Aboriginal men have been branded en masse as wife beaters and child molesters.  
Aboriginal women have been judged incapable of feeding their kids or managing the 
family budget. Once more we have repeated the misguided logic of assimilation. That 
is, if whites manage the lives of Aboriginal people the problems will be over. Not 
only have we wasted this year as a nation, we have failed to listen to, or understand, 
what Aboriginal people have been telling us. 
 
Over a quarter of a century ago, after Aboriginal men, women and children marched 
in protest through the streets of Alice Springs, I carried a desperate appeal to the 
government from several remote communities, describing what we called a “genuine 
health emergency” afflicting so many Aboriginal families. Since then, tragically, we 
have lost much of a generation of older Aboriginal people in this endless procession 
of funerals and tears, and we have done far too little to change the life of poverty and 
neglect endured by Australia’s unluckiest children. 
 
The Northern Territory intervention cynically exploited the vulnerability of these 
children. A Government that had scornfully ignored years of pleading by health 
services and community organizations for the counselling, the primary health care and 
the preventative programs needed, suddenly ordered parents to submit their children 
to mandatory inspections for sexual abuse. This very important fact has disappeared 
from the one eyed assessments of the intervention one year on. An unethical and 
unlawful  start makes this the most ill conceived policy inflicted on Aboriginal people 
in my life time. 
 
To put this in a personal context that all Australians could understand I said publicly 
on day one of this intervention that my wife and I would never allow our children to 
be herded in for mandatory inspections for alleged sexual abuse. Some doctors soon 
pointed out that such inspections could not be enforced. As announced by the Howard 
team this would have amounted to a sexual violation of the children.  
 
Instead, the Big Lie machine remade the propaganda message. The rallying cry of the 
intervention became HEALTH  inspections 
for all Aboriginal children in the 73 prescribed communities. 
  
If they had asked the Aboriginal Medical Services, especially the  paediatricians who 
have assessed most of these children, they would have learned  that what was needed 
was treatment and prevention. 
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What hypocrisy to pretend you are helping Aboriginal children when you are refusing 
to fund the $460 million dollar annual shortfall to provide adequate primary health 
care for Aboriginal families.  The insult to all those who work on health care for these 
children will be another long term wound from this disastrous blunder. 
 
The intervention was never properly budgeted beyond June this year. Maybe it was 
always intended to be just a ‘shock and awe’ grab for control, driving as many people 
as possible away from some of the smaller communities towards the towns. Everyone 
knew that the town camps would fill up and more men and women would head for the 
long grass.  Is this what they wanted? 
The assumption is that Aboriginal people must leave some communities, the rant we 
are again hearing from the Bennelong Society. 
 
How else can you fathom the logic of a universal quarantine on welfare payments? By 
some estimates it is costing about three thousand dollars per person to quarantine the 
welfare of about ten thousand people so far. This is absurd.  On average these welfare 
recipients are trying to survive on just ten thousand dollars a year.  And we have been 
wasting three thousand dollars to manage their welfare, regardless of how they 
behaved and how they look after their children. I ask my fellow Australians, is this 
fair?  The first year of the intervention rounded up everyone in these communities and 
branded them all as failures and problems. War veterans, teacher aides, hard working 
men and women who live and work in these communities have been shamefully 
discriminated against and this of course does permanent damage. We would not get 
away with this anywhere else in Australia. And this, of course, is why the legislation, 
agreed upon by so many in our federal parliament last year, so outrageously excised 
the impact of the Racial Discrimination Act. The intervention is and remains racist. 
  
The Northern Territory intervention has been doomed from day one because it is 
blatantly discriminatory, applying a whole range of punitive actions to Aboriginal 
people only.  Instead of working with families on the kind of cooperative community 
programs that coordinated wise spending of welfare, Government has  taken its big 
stick and lashed out at everyone.   
 
Let no one pretend that this year long federal intervention is a real response to the 
genuine emergency in the heartland of Australia. We haven’t even started on the long-
term response required to bring all of our children to equality.  
 
I ask Australia this. If we were to fly a dozen Aboriginal children from any of these 
controlled remote communities and give them a few weeks to see the life other 
Australian children enjoyed in our cities could any of the Aboriginal kids say that the 
intervention had closed that space between us?  The answer is “of course not”. I know 
that is the truth because on several occasions I have watched this happen. I have seen 
children given a rare opportunity to visit modern Australian life and listened to them 
make their own comparisons on how shamefully little our nation provides for them 
back home. As well, I have watched my own young boy and girl who know the 
conditions Aboriginal families endure, describe to others the unfairness of how little 
this nation does to improve the lives of Aboriginal children. 
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When any so called government intervention can begin to tick off some basic rights 
for Aboriginal children, like an adequate home to live in, with a stove, a fridge and a 
bathroom that works, with nutritious food on the table, a quality education they can 
relate to, protection, safety, recreation, just a childhood really, then I will say that here 
is an intervention I can support. The truth is Aboriginal people would rush to join in 
such a program if we had ever truly worked together to build better communities for 
all of our children. 
 
I would like to hear all supporters of the NT intervention admit that in the Northern 
Territory today there are fewer houses available to Aboriginal people than there were 
five years ago. 
Despite the money promised for housing the pre-fabricated shelters being erected near 
Alice Springs airport are headed to the bush to house the newly appointed white 
managers and other government staff. Of course these paid workers require 
accommodation and the serious shortage has always restricted the workers who try to 
improve life in remote communities. But the intervention has done nothing so far to 
change the fact that fifteen to twenty people including young children are forced to 
share these hovels we call public housing.    
 
Nationwide over the past five years housing available for Aboriginal families 
increased by just 2% or a mere 21,000 houses.  In the Northern Territory during this 
period the housing crisis has grown worse because the intervention has increased the 
crowding in some of the most overstressed places.  Aboriginal people go without a 
decent roof over their head while this rich country enjoys a so called Golden Era, as 
minerals are dug from what in truth is still Aboriginal land. 
 
Slapping a coat of paint on old houses and building higher fences is not the way to 
build better communities. This is not “nation building”.  This is expecting Aboriginal 
families to live in conditions that no federal member of parliament would put their 
own family through.  
 
This goes for the wretched state of other services provided. Would any federal 
member of parliament expect their family to make do without access to a GP or a 
pharmacy? Would they let their families live in a community without a library, decent 
facilities for healthy recreation and adequate education from pre-school to high-
school.  
 
 
Let us tell the world the truth that there are thousands and thousands of Aboriginal 
children who will never get to a pre-school, thousands who will drop out of school 
with a reading age of a six year old, and thousands more who have no access to a high 
school. As a nation we still have not recognized that literacy and learning is the 
essential first step to give these children equality in every sense. 
 
Money has been promised for education but much of it will not reach this 
“emergency” until 2013. So let’s be honest. A child born in the first month of the 
intervention in these communities will not have a pre-school education and will not 
have the care and safety that comes with well run crèches. That child of the 
intervention will start school in four years time, far behind. The education and health 
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care for that child remains critically under-supported. This is why just 75 Aboriginal 
students completed highschool in the whole of the Northern Territory in 2006.  
 
I know many Ministers in the new Government are promising a change of heart, 
building on the good will of that historic Apology to the survivors of the Stolen 
Generation. But we cannot proceed without recognizing the folly and the essential 
injustice of the intervention.  Do we really expect Aboriginal people to go on 
forgiving us forever? 
 
 
Instead of merely condemning the intervention as one of the most ill conceived policy 
blunders in Australian history, I ask you now, my fellow Australians, to lend a hand 
to work with Aboriginal families to improve life for their children. 
 
Many of the intervention’s supporters are claiming this week that Aboriginal people 
must choose between Culture and survival, between living in a remote community or 
abandoning their Land to settle in suburbia. The real choice facing Australia is 
whether  for the first time in our modern history we are going to work together to 
build strong viable communities, wherever families choose to live for their own good 
reasons. 
 
In the era of Global Warming, with an estimated 25 million refugees already adrift 
and crossing borders, with people in our crowded cities already making a sea-change 
or a tree-change to escape the pressures of petrol prices, water shortages, housing 
shortages and other expenses of city life, the solution for Aboriginal people is not to 
herd people into equally overcrowded unliveable conditions on the fringe of country 
towns and our biggest cities.  
 
If we are wise we will look to the future and the long term and plan for strong 
communities all over this Land. We will recognize that decentralization is better than 
more congestion. We will understand that tourism, Cultural programs, management of 
the land, rivers and national parks, and even helping preserve large tracts of Australia 
in its natural state to help reduce the impact of Global Warming, are options that can 
transform the current impoverished state of many remote communities. 
 
This is not romanticising the past, the tedious claim by those who want Aboriginal 
people to betray their Culture and forget their very essence.  Aboriginal people have 
been adapting and changing and learning for maybe sixty to eighty thousand years. 
They are the world’s most resilient people. Why don’t we celebrate and acknowledge 
this strength and knowledge?  
 
Our true humanity demands that we respect the right of Aboriginal people to be 
themselves, that we share a pride in this Culture and that we recognize it is the shades 
of human difference and creativity that give our species the best chance of survival.  
 
To change the inequity and lift our nation to true greatness we must all play a part. 
Men need to behave like real men wherever we live. We need to live the right values 
and show real leadership in our families and in our communities. Each one of us has a 
responsibility to ensure that our sons and daughters know the full meaning of equality 
and respect.  
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We need to believe in the common good. Instead of a crude intervention in the lives 
of some children we need to take action as a society, community by community, 
family by family, recognizing that every Australian child is deserving of our very best 
effort. 
 
 
Jeff McMullen, Alice Springs Town Square, June 21st 2008.   
 


