Jackie Huggins – Co-Chair Reconciliation Australia

Speech at National Treaty Conference – 27 August 2002  

Opening Panel – Unfinished Business 

1. Introductory Remarks

· I join in acknowledging the Ngunnawal peoples, the traditional owners of the lands on which we meet.

· I’m pleased to be on this opening panel with the three distinguished Australians – all men, but nevertheless distinguished – you see before you: Dr Mick Dodson, Professor George Williams, and the Honourable Malcolm Fraser.  Otherwise known to all of us as our good friends Mick, George and Malcolm.  And thanks to Phil for opening and chairing.

· I hope between us we can effectively kick-off this important three-day event.

· I’ll start the ball rolling by giving some background and personal views.

· Unfinished Business is the title of this session.  We all know there is a lot of unfinished business to deal with.  We all know the issues: land justice, health indicators, levels of violence, stolen generations, etc.

· We all need to leave this conference fully committed to the process of moving forward together to address them, whether it is in our workplaces, homes or wider communities.

· And we need to leave seeing the relationship between all the issues, and how they might be linked by a formal settlement – agreement, compact, treaty, whatever – of the unresolved relationships between Indigenous peoples and the wider community.

· Linked perhaps, but not solved – no one document or process can ever resolve the complex web of issues our peoples face.

· I’m approaching these issues firstly as a Murri woman and an historian.  I see the issues we’re discussing here as an Indigenous person who wants a just and reconciled Australia, and as an historian who sees the central significance of the legacies of our history to present events and to the future maturity and harmony of our nation.

· That’s why I believe a Treaty is crucial to begin an ongoing and dignified relationship.

· Secondly, I’m speaking today as the Co-Chair, with Fred Chaney, of Reconciliation Australia.  

· Reconciliation Australia is the independent organisation established by the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation to provide an ongoing national focus for reconciliation from 1 January 2001, when the Council ended its work.

· One of the three goals in our Strategic Plan is to “Acknowledge the past and build a framework for a shared future”.

· And a key focus of our activities around this goal is to promote informed and objective community debate around a framework agreement or treaty.

· Our Strategic Plan notes that if such a formal settlement of the unfinished business is to be negotiated and finalised it will require the widespread support and efforts of many Australians.

· Part of building that widespread support, and mobilising those efforts, is public awareness – and public awareness has to start somewhere.

· I see this conference as one of the starting points.  We’ve all come here, whatever our views on specific issues, because we want to discuss the issues, and we want to do it as friends who share common values and common goals, but who can differ on the means to achieve them.

2. The context

· I was a member of the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation for six years.  I was part of the long process which culminated in the inspiring people’s reconciliation walks in the last six months of 2000.

· In December 2000 the Council handed down its final report and recommendations, including recommendations 5 and 6:

Recommendation 5 said:

Each government and parliament:

recognise that this land and its waters were settled as colonies without treaty or consent and that to advance reconciliation it would be most desirable if there were agreements or treaties; and

negotiate a process through which this might be achieved that protects the political, legal, cultural and economic position of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.

Recommendation 6 said:


That the Commonwealth Parliament enact legislation (for which the Council has provided a draft in this report) to put in place a process which will unite all Australians by way of an agreement, or treaty, through which unresolved issues of reconciliation can be resolved.

· The Council put forward these recommendations against the background of the fact, noted in its final report, that Australia was the only British colony which had never signed any treaty or agreement with Indigenous peoples, the original inhabitants of the lands the Crown had taken over.

· This was and is the unfinished business of our history.  While it remains unaddressed and unresolved, it casts a shadow across our relationships, even for those who would wish to ignore or deny it.

· So far, no governments have responded to these recommendations of the Council.

· And knowing how governments often work, that means that those who want certain outcomes need to take the issues to the people.  Actually, that’s what the Council did when it widely circulated its draft Documents of Reconciliation among the people, collated and took note of their responses, and handed its final documents to all the nation’s leaders at Corroboree 2000.

3. Where to now?

· Reconciliation Australia will continue to pursue the agenda left behind by the Council:

- seeking a response from governments, oppositions and other parliamentary political parties in relation to the Council’s final report and recommendations.


- providing a solid foundation for community discussion and public awareness-raising through our partnership with the Gilbert and Tobin Centre for Public Law at the University of NSW – George Williams will talk more about that.

· The treaty issue cannot be taken in isolation – it’s part of a wider set of issues which affect our peoples.  Issues often wax and wane –and this is the case with treaty.  This doesn’t mean they are forgotten or will never reappear.  We have to see this as a long process over 5, 10 or more years.

· We just all need to be vigilant that some good will come out of this discussion and justice will win out in the end.

· There are many other issues we are pursuing – social justice, land rights, employment, better health outcomes, family violence and substance abuse in our communities.

· But just because all these issues are important, and one or other of them comes to the fore at particular times doesn’t mean that we don’t keep talking about them all – and the connection between them. 

· Let’s maintain our faith and our commitment that so long as there is unfinished business, then so long will the issue of a formal settlement remain.

· It may not always be on the table right here and now.  And of course many would prefer to sweep it under the carpet, or even into the dustbin of history.

· It’s like the air we breathe – it’s there and it ain’t going away.
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