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Third Annual Human Rights Oration : Grass roots human rights: beyond symbolism

Equal Opportunity Commission, Victoria.
Human Rights Day, 10.12.03.
Professor Lowitja O’Donoghue
I am honoured to be invited to deliver this, the third Human Rights Oration.

And I thank all of you for participating in the occasion.
On this day in 1948, the General Assembly of the United Nations adopted and proclaimed the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It stands as more than a roadmap. Because, quite literally, it declares what we on this planet, believe it means to be - and to act - as human beings.Underpinning this Declaration, is the belief that to be born a human being automatically gives us certain rights - that are unconditional - and that cannot be taken away.
I am sure that people here will be aware of them. They include: 

Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person. 

Everyone is equal before the law and entitled - without any discrimination, to equal protection. 

Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution. 

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for health and wellbeing. 

There are thirty such articles - and all of them based on assumptions of the intrinsic dignity and worth of all human beings.
However, when thinking about achieving grass roots human rights in Australia in 2003, you encounter a few problems. One of these problems is, that although we have a lot of rhetoric about individuals being equal - it is not a concept that we embrace in practice. In fact, first world countries have developed some very complicated and subtle ways of demonstrating a belief in rights - while at the same time continually ignoring or denying them! 

The way in which we do this in the western world is to claim that there is nothing to stop any individual achieving what ever they want to. And that the various systems that we have in place are fair. This myth is perpetuated in a range of ways.

Particularly by emphasising the achievements (or failures) of individual people.

We can observe this in the ways celebrities are packaged in the media 

in news and current affairs stories and even in the political arena, where personality and image count for everything. 
In the recent Labor leadership contest, for instance, there was virtually no public debate about policy - but, rather, endless talk about charisma, style and image.

As a society we particularly endorse stories of the battler who made good, or the underdog who won out. Because such stories reinforce the idea that anyone can make it - if only they are resourceful enough. Therefore, anyone who is not doing well, must either be a problem or have a problem. Being regarded as a problem (rather than a person) is part of a dehumanising process. It not only dehumanises the people who have become marginalised and oppressed, but it also dehumanises those who have learnt to think in these ways.

There are a number of groups in our country who do not experience the human dignity and respect that the Declaration of Human Rights is built on. These include: 

Indigenous people (many of whom face third world problems within an affluent first world country) 

People living in poverty (where the gap between the poor and the wealthy grows continually - with poverty throughout the world impacting on women especially) 

Refugees and asylum seekers (many of whom do not receive the human rights that Australia has formally agreed to providing) 

People who live with a disability. 
One thing that these groups all have in common, of course, is a lack of power. And this impacts on daily life at every level. Their voices tend not to be heard. 

Their preferences, wishes and aspirations are less likely to eventuate. They are more likely to feel at the mercy of systems - than to experience systems as being there to support them. The major political parties do not see their issues as vote winners 

When they do receive attention it is often inappropriate or patronising. Another thing that they have in common is that they regularly experience indifference, prejudice and hostility to their situations.
It is important to understand how these negative attitudes and responses are developed and sustained in our society. And how they can be challenged.

I want to argue that the difficulties that these groups face and the problem we have in achieving human rights outcomes stem from the problems that come with privilege. In first world countries, privilege is assumed to be deserved - and this base line assumption produces some appalling outcomes. It produces for example: 

complacency, an inward focus - rather than a collective or social one, a sense of personal entitlement - that allows issues of social inequality to be ignored and fear and mistrust of those people who are thought to be undeserving. It also produces a fortress mentality, in which self-protection is a driving concern. All of these issues isolate people from each other. They cut the common thread of humanity that we all share.
And in Australia we have additional problems with isolation in a geographic sense. There is a particular danger of us isolating ourselves, from our near neighbours - and from international dialogue and action. I am appalled, for example, that this country has come under the scrutiny of United Nations committees - and been censured for its failures to meet its human rights obligations.
This is shameful - and the Government’s response of “They can’t tell us what to do”, even more so. The whole point of course, of the United Nations agreement, is that countries voluntarily give up a small part of national sovereignty - in order for the common good to prevail. This idea that we can “do what we like”, is a feature of the sense of entitlement that I spoke of earlier. It was evident in the recent outrageous attempt to excise 400 islands, including Melville Island, from Australia’s migration zone. Instead of honouring our obligations under the Refugee Convention, we sent the14 hapless Turkish Kurds to Indonesia, which is not a party to the Convention.

What opportunism! How expedient and unethical was that! And how good it was that the Senate tossed out the legislation - too late though for the unfortunate Kurds.
I continue to be ashamed that we are not more welcoming of asylum seekers, and that our government is sidestepping its international human rights obligations in this respect. And when asylum seekers - boat people - are dismissed as ‘queue jumpers’ or ‘illegals’, I want to remind Prime Minister Howard and Ministers Ruddock and Vanstone, that my people had to deal with boat people over 200 years ago!

Just imagine what would have happened if back then, when we saw those tall ships and those men in funny hats, we had tried to excise Sydney Cove from Australia.

Think about that for a moment!
So what are the most pressing human rights issues facing Australia today?

Well, the real question is where to start! The Catholic Commission for Justice, Development and Peace has produced an excellent Register. It documents comprehensively the areas of human rights violation in Australia in the past year.

In fact, I was pleased to launch the current Register only this morning, and I understand it will be up on their website soon. It is a damning indictment of Australia’s human rights performance. And it’s not just in isolated pockets either, it’s across the board. The Register takes great care to record positive human rights developments as well, but these are, sadly, too few. It records violations of the rights of women, children, people with disabilities, prisoners, refugees and Indigenous people. There are human rights abuses in workplaces, and in access to housing, health and education. I would like to mention just a handful of examples.

Firstly, an issue which is of very great concern to me - our refugee policy.The human cost of Australia’s current refugee policy is huge. The government has shown a frightening indifference to the plight of human beings in desperate need.

Many asylum seekers have fled persecution and trauma in their home countries, only to face it again here, when they are locked up in the desert behind razor wire or electric fences. Over 400 asylum seekers have been in detention In Australia for 18 months or more. A quarter of these people have been incarcerated for three, four or more years. 94 children remain locked up in Australian detention centres.

Less than half of these children attend school. Some have been in detention for four years. As Adelaide QC Robyn Layton said in her Child Protection review, the effect of detention is [and I quote]:

“devastating to the well-being and development of children and will have…lasting consequences during their lifetimes”.
I feel very strongly about this. There are some fundamental human rights issues at stake here.
People do not need to be incarcerated in detention centres, for months and years on end, for health and security checks to be carried out. It should be possible to achieve this in a matter of a couple of weeks. And then these people should be released in to the community while their applications are processed.
Asylum seekers should at all times be treated with dignity and respect. They must have appropriate support and access to services, including education and adequate health care. People intercepted on their way to Australia should not be treated as cargo to be diverted and dumped elsewhere.
We should abolish the so called Pacific “solution” of parking asylum seekers in Nauru or Papua New Guinea (which in my view is no solution at all, but just convenient buck passing).People on temporary protection visas should be given permanent residency after 3 years, if our protection obligations are still invoked.These are not outrageous demands. In my view, they should be the baseline of common decency.
I now want to turn to Indigenous issues. It is with a very heavy heart that I say that the Government’s Reconciliation policy has failed. In this respect we lag sadly behind countries such as New Zealand, Canada and the United States. Reconciliation and Native Title have fallen off the government’s agenda. Instead we have what John Howard calls “practical reconciliation” - the provision of basic resources for health, housing, education, employment. It is a welfare model, a band-aid model. Not one seated in a fundamental recognition of the rights and entitlements of Australia’s first peoples. It is not a special initiative to be bragged about. It is core government business. And what’s more it has failed. If anything, the health and wellbeing of Australia’s Indigenous people is getting worse.
We still have a situation where Indigenous Australians have third world health status, where our children are dying as babies at the same rate as in the poorest countries in the world and where Indigenous life expectancy is 20 years lower than for the non Indigenous population. We still have a situation where most Aboriginal people live below the poverty line., where 60% of Australian youth in care or custody or other forms of detention are Aboriginal and where 20% of adult male prisoners and a staggering 80% of female prisoners are Aboriginal. This in a society where we make up only 2% of the population! And family violence and child abuse are endemic in Indigenous communities. This is a huge problem. It needs to be addressed as a matter of priority.

Earlier this year the Federal Government announced with great fanfare the formation of a working group of Indigenous leaders to advise the government on this matter.

I was a member of this group. At the time I was optimistic. When will I ever learn!

Our Report provided a framework for governments, in partnership with communities, to combat the tragic consequences of violence and abuse in Indigenous communities.

It went to the Council of Australian Governments on August 29th. But, as you might remember, this was the Conference in which state and territory leaders walked out, in protest, over health funding.
They did not even consider, let alone endorse, our Report. And there has been no progress since. I have this awful feeling that this will become yet another example of Indigenous concerns being placed in the too hard basket or overlooked because they are not vote winners. One of my greatest fears is that in twenty years time, nothing will have changed, despite enormous energy and goodwill from the people’s movement for Reconciliation.
There are many other pressing human rights issues: 

The increase in discrimination against Islamic people and people of Middle Eastern origin, for example. 

There is the continued racism directed at Indigenous Australians, especially in areas like applications for rental housing 

There was a frightening statistic in the Register on this, from Western Australia. Their Equal Opportunity Commission reported that that 44% of all complaints in 2002 were from Aboriginal people.

And then there are all the things that have been done in the name of the war against terror - including of course, our hasty and ill-considered deployment of troops to Iraq - without the sanction of the United Nations, and with no evidence of weapons of mass destruction. And still none! But I won’t go down that path today! Except to say that in the name of democracy, justice and peace, I believe there have been some shamefully undemocratic, unjust and belligerent things done in Australia in the past year.
The human rights issues I have talked about today have a number of things in common. They all involve the wielding of power - by the powerful over the powerless. They all involve arrogance and paternalism - a belief that, in the name of protection or national security or community wellbeing, the rights of some individuals or groups can be overridden.
My own personal experience has highlighted for me the commonalities beneath different kinds of oppression. As many of you here today would know, I and my brother and three of my sisters were removed from our Aboriginal mother. I was only two at the time and I did not see her again until I was in my thirties. And by then we did not share a common language to communicate with. Whatever the details of our removal, or my father’s role in it, (which I am still unsure about), it is obvious that from my mother’s point of view we were stolen, in accordance with assimilation policies of the time.
There was no informed consent. She would have had no legal recourse. She would have had no moral support and no understanding that she might never see her children again. Her grief must have been unimaginable. So I grew up, not knowing who my parents were. Not feeling their love. Not knowing why I was suddenly detained behind the walls of a Church Home called Colebrook in Adelaide, where approximately 350 Indigenous children were taken between 1944 and 1971.

It is now widely admitted that, even by the standards of the time, the forcible removal of children was contrary to common law and in breach of international human rights obligations. 
My most lasting memory of Colebrook is that it was a time of rigid discipline, joyless religious observance, lack of privacy and a stultifying denial of autonomy. For much of my childhood I was deeply unhappy. I felt I had been deprived of love and the ability to love in return. I felt totally powerless.

And I think this was where the seeds of my commitment to human rights and social justice were sown.
Another critical incident was my attempt to be accepted as a trainee nurse at the Royal Adelaide Hospital. Their initial refusal to accept me led to my active involvement with the Aboriginal Advancement League, joining with other Aboriginal people, trade unions and churches to agitate for the rights of Aboriginal people to enter professions and take up apprenticeships. I finally was accepted and did eventually graduate as a registered nurse. But more importantly, my political initiation was well underway.

I again became aware that the playing field was not level. I again became aware of powerlessness and discrimination. 
I later worked for a while as a relief nurse in India, among people who lived in poverty and suffered all the negative effects of an imposed colonial culture.

On my return I decided to work as a welfare officer and nurse in Coober Pedy, with my own people. And I saw first hand the appalling health legacy of my people’s dispossession from their lands, and the fracturing of communities and families.

During these years the Protector of Aborigines was urging so called ‘half caste’ women like me to seek exemption from the Protection laws, so we could fraternise with whites and possibly marry a white man (the holy grail!) Many of us saw it as a blatant attempt to ‘make us white’ - to get our ‘dog medals’ as we called the exemption certificates. For me, there was no choice. I knew then that I had to fight the injustice of the laws, rather than find a loophole for my own personal advancement.

This was like a beacon for me. It highlighted how paternalism could mask fundamental inequities. It alerted me to the fact that there was a fast lane and a slow lane. It made me realise that racism was systemic. And it had to be fought on the level of systems, rather than individually. I realised that what we were fighting for were fundamental issues of human rights.
Since then, of course, I’ve had many more opportunities to observe at close hand the ways in which racism and discrimination have become institutionalised in Australian society. 
My chairing of ATSIC in the 1990s was a steep, but very instructive, learning curve. I came to understand the political process. I learnt how pragmatism triumphs over principle.I gained a much broader insight into the entrenched and systemic disadvantage of my people. And I became aware of the need for systemic change.

Along the way I have had some other experiences which have heightened my sensitivity to injustice.
I’ve had a personal brush with an unscrupulous tabloid journalist who sought to discredit both myself and the cause of the stolen generations. He wrote an article which in essence proclaimed that I had betrayed my people, and that I had been living a lie. You might remember the banner headlines which screamed I was not stolen! A mediocre journalist got his pound of flesh - and his 15 minutes of fame. I am now aware that the interview was part of a wider agenda - orchestrated by those who want to deny that any violation occurred to my people. I learnt that the truth can be thrown overboard when there’s a story to be manufactured and vested interests to be served.

It seems that we as individuals, and that the Reconciliation movement as a whole, are very threatening to some groups of people. But again it was a learning experience, as they say. I learnt about the power of the media. I learnt how expendable were individual rights in the face of the mighty economic machine of the media. More recently, in my work with Afghani refugees in Adelaide, I have again become aware of the commonalities which lie beneath different forms of oppression. And I have come to realise how important it is to put a human face to the refugee crisis. 
When you talk to these Afghani boys face to face, you realise how they too have been wrenched from their mothers and fathers. You begin to appreciate the depth of their distress and the hopes they are pinning on a future in a land of freedom and opportunity. How they live with the constant threat of being sent back to a country still ripped apart by conflict and persecution. A country which, ironically, our Government still issues travel warnings about - because it is so dangerous!

The Afghanis and Aboriginal people in Australia are discovering we have a lot in common.
When I was a child I had a birthday on the same day as race horses. The first day of August is the day allocated to me by the Protector of Aborigines. But I still don’t have a birth certificate. Like tribal Aboriginal people, Afghani’s don’t celebrate a birth date either. So most of the Afghanis here have their birthdays now within three days of each other - the 31st of December and the 1st and 2nd of January, this time courtesy of another government department. We have wonderful birthday celebrations on New Year’s Eve! Aboriginal people and Afghanis also know what it means to belong to a piece of land. Talk of clan, and they know exactly what you mean. No wonder Aboriginal health and other services have been so welcoming of refugees.
The human rights abuses that I have discussed today are deeply worrying. But it is vital that we do not allow them to paralyse us. It is only by the actions of people at the grass roots level that change happens - and there are inspirational examples of this occurring throughout history.
Here in Australia, there are thousands of people who support and work for justice.

There are many groups who actively support the rights of asylum seekers. There are schools that are active in Reconciliation projects - and some of these have incorporated human rights learning into their curriculum. Many local councils work hard to advocate social inclusion in their jurisdictions. There are lawyers who work for justice and who give their time freely to people whose rights are not adequately protected. There are many church leaders and groups who take a stand.

There are professional associations and trade unions who have adopted principles of social justice and human rights.
And there are some very good things happening at the State Government level, one example being the leadership that Claire Martin has shown in the Northern Territory.

Another is here in Melbourne, where the inaugural Aboriginal court sat for the first time early this year. This was part of the State Government’s initiative to reduce the number of Aboriginal people in the criminal justice system.
I have found in my own travels around the country that all sorts of different people are responsive to working for just outcomes. I have even been asked to talk to a professional association of dentists. (Though perhaps my surprise at this only illustrates that we all carry some misconceptions in our baggage!)
One experience that I found very encouraging was working with the Australian Police Force. At the top level they were concerned about the numbers of Indigenous people being arrested. And certainly this is an issue that has been raised by the United Nations, where Minister Ruddock was asked if he could explain [and I quote] the “astonishing numbers” of Indigenous people in custody. In talking to senior police we were able to work out some positive and practical ways that police officers could relate more effectively to Indigenous people. We talked about some positive strategies that could be initiated in situations where there was no existing conflict or problem.

And, I offered some simple pointers, such as how to respond to hostility (by understanding where some reactions come from, rather than taking things personally).

It was also important to look at the structures of the Police Force. For example, ways in which promotion points might be achieved by officers who demonstrate competence in cultural sensitivity. It is a small example, but what it reveals is that practices and values can be changed. And, that change is likely to occur when people accept responsibility to take the initiative. In my police example, it was the Commissioner of Police. But there is opportunity in most contexts to make a difference - even if it can only be one step at a time.
And so to assist this process I’ve devised a Ten Point Plan for Human Rights Action.

I don’t pretend that this is the be all and end all. Ten is an arbitrary number. I could have made it 7 or 20. But there are some nice precedents for the number ten! So I offer these as a starting point for discussion only. I hope you will add to them in your own conversations.
Number 1. Accept personal responsibility for change, no matter how small. Don’t assume that someone else will do it. Don’t be complacent. Even small things like refusing to laugh at a racist joke can make a difference. And don’t be daunted by the size of the problem. As Margaret Mead once said: Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.

Number 2. Reflect on your own behaviour. Reflect on the cultural practices or beliefs that you find confronting or difficult. It is healthier to name and discuss the issues that you find difficult, than it is to try and be saintly.

Number 3. Identify what you have got to give. It may be time. It may be specific expertise. It may be a shoulder to cry on, or a sympathetic ear. It may be money. Everyone can do something and this may change at different times of your life.

Number 4. Act in your own context. For example, has anyone in your workplace raised the desirability of a workplace code of values and ethics? If not, perhaps you could do it. Once people have discussed desirable ways in which people should treat each other in the workplace, it is a short step to raising human rights more broadly.

Number 5. Collaborate. There is strength in partnerships and strategic alliances. I’m pleased for example to see that ANTAR and A Just Australia are planning a joint Congress next year. It’s the same thinking as in that Union bumper sticker you see around: United we bargain. Divided we beg. So don’t allow “divide and rule” strategies to undermine you. Ignore the people who oppose a just refugee program with tired old arguments like “Charity begins at home”. Charity begins everywhere! By the way, collaboration may mean having some strange bedfellows at times! You’ll sometimes be surprised at who may be on side!

Number 6. Join. Network. Lobby. Advocate. Tell politicians what you think. To recycle an old slogan: Keep the bastards honest. Sign petitions. Write letters. If you can, make use of the Internet and email to reach people. I’m not a computer buff myself, but I’m amazed at what I hear about the speed and effectiveness of electronic networks. For example, Malcolm Fraser’s recent online petition opposing children in detention had apparently got nearly 40,000 signatures in about a week, by the time I was preparing this oration. The Internet has also been enormously important in creating and sustaining global communities of human rights activists.

Number 7. Treat everyone with respect. It might sound like a cliché, I know. But respect is so important. More so than compassion or sympathy, because respect is based on familiarity and understanding. If we only take the time to get to know people, we can avoid the limitations of stereotyping and labelling. And respect ensures that people retain their dignity. 

Number 8. Be inclusive. Notice and then analyse the various contacts and communications in your daily life. For example, at work, are there some people who only feature on the sidelines of the organisation? Do they feel included? Do their views matter? Or, do you have conversations at the school or childcare centre that you have contact with? Once you have a good relationship with people, it becomes easier to think about how social justice and human rights issues can be raised.

Number 9. Maintain your rage. I do like recycling old slogans! But it was a good one. Also maintain your hope, your optimism and, wherever possible, your sense of humour, because you’ll need it at times!

Number 10. 
And finally, celebrate your successes. Not only does this make you feel good but it also energises you for more work!
I know that many of you here work tirelessly for social justice and human rights. I think it is important when the task is so difficult (and so unfashionable) to remember that there is nothing more fundamentally important than peace and justice. And so, not to act would be unethical. As the American philosopher John Dewey once said, and I quote:

The only way to abolish war is to make peace heroic.
I believe that it is people like you who are the unsung heroes of our time. I wish you courage and success in your endeavours.

Thank you.

