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Good Morning,

I acknowledge the traditional owners of Alice Springs.

I also congratulate the Nothern Territory Government, the Australian National University and the Charles Darwin University for organising this Symposium Series. Developing a vision for a future of civic unity within diversity is a worthy aim and I am pleased to contribute.

The organisers have asked me to discuss Life in the Northern Territory: Past, Present and Future. This is a very hard topic, particularly in these days of the ‘culture wars’ where it seems Aboriginal perspectives are disdained as a black armband view and its repercussions are ignored in favour of a view that we have been ‘posioned’ by welfare.

Today, by delineating a potted history of Aboriginal life in Central Australia I hope to make people aware of two important facts:-

1. that the proposition that self-determination has failed Indigenous people and should be replaced by increased control over Aboriginal people lives, will actually intensify the domination of Aboriginal people thereby re-creating the conditions of our dysfunctionality; and

2. that a flourishing Territory economy requires investment in Aboriginal people and their communities.

As for the Aboriginal leadership I tend to agree with Michael Mansell’s analysis that “Popularity has replaced political direction. No longer is strategy based on Aboriginal rights but how to impress middle Australia. This has allowed the Aboriginal protest movement to be captured, harnessed and driven wherever public opinion takes it. Having lost all sense of political independence, we resort to blaming community people for getting the dole for free as the source of our woes.”

It would seem that assimilation is just a heart-beat away.

Since the establishment of the Telegraph Station in 1871 the primary question in the NT became who owns this land? Who owns its rivers, its plants, its animals?

From the beginning there was conflict. The hunting and gathering economy was quickly marginalised by the pastoral economy. “Buttressed by police, settlers were able to inflict serious casualties and between 500 – 1,000 Aboriignes were killed during the first three decades of white settlement.”

Such violence ensured compliance with government pacification and population control projects, which included food rationing at pastoral, mining and telegraph stations and relocation of Aboriginal people to reserved areas and missions.

For people relocated to reserves and missions everything had to be re-learned. Every little thing, every big thing: from the types of food eaten to learning a new language. But worst of all they had to learn to be supplicants. Learn to take orders. Learn to know their place.

“From being self-sufficient and free, to being impoverished and yoked to the whims of a world you know nothing, nothing about – what do you suppose it must feel like?”

The settlements and missions were carceral regimes. The government rationalised them as training grounds that could produce westernised citizens who would aspire to urban life. In reality they were sites of cultural, social and pyschological destruction.

The repercussions of this history can be seen in the fact that petrol sniffing is confined to communities that lived under these regimes.

It is also a little known fact that the South African National Party researched and used many of Australia’s policies for Indigenous people in the NT in the development of the apartheid regime. For Keith Windschuttles’ benefit – the documents relating to our shameful contribution are in the Australian Archives.

Creating division between Aboriginal generations was the primary strategy of welfare colonialism. On the reserves and missions the children were often housed and fed separately from their parents, while children of mixed descent were removed.

For this purpose, the Bungalow was established in 1914. After a brief period of rudimentary schooling these children were sent out to work, under police control, as domestics, labourers and pastoral workers. These children and the Aboriginal people living and working on the pastoral leases formed the labour force that was essential to the development of the Territory economy.

Sent out to work at an early age, many of these kids never received the wages that were supposed to be held in trust fund until they were adults. Like their traditional counterparts they worked for rations.

By the time I was born in 1953 mixed descent families had been moved to the Gap Cottages. These austere cottages, on the edge town, were under the supervision of Welfare Officers. The administration considered that a high level of surveillance was required to properly assimilate these families into society – a society that did not accept us equals. Welfare Officers had the power to declare a family derelict and revoke their permit to live in town and of course to remove children.

I was four years old when my 2 brothers and myself were taken first to Retta Dixon receiving home in Darwin and then to Croker Island. My half-brothers and sisters were sent to Adelaide. Being lighter skinned they were considered more promising candidates for assimilation. My memories of Croker Island are ambivalent. On the one hand Croker Island is the only home I knew, it’s beautiful country, paradise on earth  -  the kids I grew up with and my cottage mother became my subsitute family. Yet it was still an institution and therefore a site for abuse. 

I watched many of the kids on Croker Island face distressing separations as their brothers and sisters were adopted, fostered and sent to the four corners of the earth. For some this was one trauma to many and they never recovered

The traumatic outcomes for members of the stolen generation have been well-documented, firstly in the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody and then in the Bringing them Home Report. The failure of all governments to implement the recommendations from these reports has seriously hindered the development of Aboriginal people.

I was 18 when I returned to Alice Springs. Over the years I had developed some fairly great expectations about my return – which of course did not materialise. Instead I found the difficulty of trying to create a relationship with close family members who were essentially strangers.

In Alice Springs I camped in the River and lived by whatever means possible. My act of camping in the river probably added to the grief of Alice Springs residents – like campers do today, and like them I had nowhere else to go.

These were the years in which the rapid development of the town had resulted in considerable public pressure to move Aboriginal people out of the town area. As the Commonwealth Government was relaxing the totalitarian controls over Indigenous people, the residents of Alice Springs were demanding their re-instatement. The paper was full of calls for a police crackdown on Aboriginal people in town and in the courts Magistrate GF Hall told police they should have opened both barrels on the Aborigines in the Papunya riots.

These were the days prior to the establishment of CAALAS. The flooding of the towns court with people charged with drunkenness was a daily routine. Many people ended up in gaol, which was overflowing. Most Aboriginal prisoners were there for petty crimes. Unfortunately, this continues to be the case, 60% of Aboriginal prisoners are there for driving offences. It has always astounded me that the State is prepared to spend a considerable amount of money to keep people locked up for minor offences – yet are unwilling to spend anywhere near that amount on prevention. I think this has more to do with the fixed and marginal costs of running gaols, than any humane considerations.

The establishment of the Aboriginal organisations – Congress, the Central Land Council, CAALAS and Tangentyere made significant changes to the life of Aboriginal people in Central Australia. However, many non Indigenous people felt threatended by our ability to advance our civil and indigenous rights and resented the towns reputation for bad race relations in the national and international media.

In 1975 community tensions had escalated to breaking point. A CAALAS lawyer recalled the fear of this time

… we thought very seriously about arming ourselves, simply because there were vigilante squads being interviewed on the talkback radio up there about how they were arming themselves for the black invasion of Alice Springs … yes, it was a very aggressive, very nasty time when whites were being for the first time challenged by Aboriginal people who had spokespeople who were prepared to go to court and say, ‘No, this isn’t right’, and ‘No, it can be done a different way.”

I consider it a tradegy that at self-government the NT lacked leaders with a vision to create a just and tolerant society.  The CLP was to hold onto power for 25 years by keeping the Territory divided on the issue of race. Development in the Territory came to mean Darwin, Alice Springs, Katherine, Tennant Creek, and other small non-Indigenous enclaves. The NT government only ever provided funds for a number of the larger communities. Small communities and outstation – whose establishment they vigourously opposed – were neglected on the basis that they were Commonwealth responsibility. In the last ten years the major investment in Community infrastructure in the NT has been funded by the ATSIC NAHS program.

Indigenous identified Commonwealth funding to the NT was squandered on fighting every single land claim – all of the Northern Territory Government lost. Precious funds that should have been used for the development of remote Aboriginal communities.

This 25 years of neglect has left Aboriginal communities underdeveloped. The Commonwealth Grants Commission Inquiry found that Central Australia was the poorest ATSIC region in areas of infrastructure, housing, health, income and employment. The other remote regions in the NT were also near the bottom – compared with other areas of Australia.

The lack of investment in Aboriginal people and their communities is not logical when you consider the significant role that we play in the NT economy and Central Australia economy in particular.. Not only do social service and other Commonwealth porgrams provide strongly supportive economic activity – it contributes a very substantial component of overall regional economic activity.

Indigenous people and their organisations also have a substantial business presence in Central Australia: -

· Yeperenye Shopping Centre;

· Milner Road Supermarket;

· NT Gas

· Peter Kittle;

· L. J. Hooker;

· Kings Canyon Resort; (to name just a few).

Furthermore as Howitt and others have pointed out investment in Aboriginal people and their communities is in the economic interest of all Territorians because as the stable population and they spend their money locally rather than remitting savings to the southern states 

The blue-print for the future needs to include a significant investment in Aboriginal communities and people. This needs to be done in partnership with Aboriginal Representative bodies. It is not good enough to continue to import expensive labour to remote communities. Governments must restructure the way that programs are delivered. The employment of local Indigenous people is the key. 

For a model that is working - I refer people to the construction program developed by the Central Remote Regional Council. This program has local men building quality housing whilst gaining mainstream trade qualifications and earning award wages.

Each and every service must be re-structured along these lines. Failure to do this will mean further generations of children who see no benefit or value from attending school. Consider the current reality that if you live on a remote community and attend school regularly – your post school outcomes are no different from your friend who wagged every day. Your destination is CDEP.

When counting the costs of this level of investment – it is imperative that we also count the costs doing nothing. Costs that will be paid by future generations of Indigenous and non-Indigenous Territorians.

For Aboriginal people our failure to make this change will mean a continuation of their despair. “A despair which arises from the sense that your life and the lives of those close to you count for nothing … [To quote John Berger],…there are seven levels of despair one for each day of the week:-

The search each morning to find the scraps with which to survive another day;

The knowledge on waking that in this legal wilderness no rights exist;

The experience over the years of nothing getting better only worse;

The humiliation of being able to change almost nothing;

The listening to a thousand promises, which pass inexorably beside you and yours;

The example of those who resist being bomarded to dust;

The weight of your own dead, a weight which closes innocence for ever because there are so many.”

We must put an end to this despair  and I hope today that I have laid out some strategies on how we can achieve this. I also hope that I have convinced you that it is in the best interests of every Territorian to do so – after all we have the two commodities that are in short supply world-wide - space and authenticity.

The challenge is ours – we are the ones that must  recast the Territroys identity as a tolerant, multicultural society despite the shadows cast by our brutal beginnings.

Thank You
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