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Social Impacts of a Treaty

If I can begin by quoting Malcom X – a champion for the rights of indigenous people  - who said:

Education is our passport to the future, for tomorrow belongs to the people who prepare for it today.

The problems facing our indigenous community in Australia are simple

How do we prepare for tomorrow, if the impediments are too great today?

How do we empower all Australians with knowledge so that they can be part of a meaningful society?  

It is the solution which appears to be complex.

We have heard many different perspectives this morning on the social impacts of a treaty – and I stand before you as both an educationalist and a passionate believer and campaigner in access and equity to our university sector.

Many of the nations with which Australia likes to compare itself, including Canada, the United States and New Zealand have treaties with their Indigenous people.

It is timely that we have the debate here in Australia and in participating in that debate – identify where it is that Higher education fits within the social context. 

I am sure you are aware that there is currently another debate  underway   - a debate about the future of Higher Education.

And it is timely that this conference is being held whilst this review is underway.

For we have before us an opportunity for reform like no other – and it is an opportunity we must grasp and run with.

The higher education sector has been subjected to many reviews in the last few years but this one is expected to lead to significant reforms for the sector. 

I am also sure that you would be aware that as part of that review process – Indigenous education has been listed as a priority of the Federal Government.

It is also a key priority of the Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee – and progress is being made – but I hasten to add – that progress is slow.

The fact remains, that despite our best intentions, Indigenous Australians’ access to, and completion of Higher Education is low, preventing their full contribution to Australia’s development.

Additional assistance is required to ensure increased numbers of indigenous Australians engage fully in university education and contribute their knowledge to Australia’s future development.

Earlier this year, in response to the Government’s review of higher education, the AVCC released its vision for 2020.

Equality of opportunity is an integral part of the AVCC’s vision and one of our working principles is to enable Australia’s Indigenous people to realise their potential.  To achieve this we need to engage meaningfully with Indigenous communities.

I would like to re-iterate the words used by the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee Advisory Group on Indigenous Higher Education in their submission to the review which stated:

… there is no more important an issue facing Australian higher education than the participation and whole-hearted involvement of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and staff within the sector.

Earlier this month the Government released the fifth in their series of issues papers which deals with Indigenous Australians in higher education.

The AVCC welcomed the release of this paper which picked up directly on many of the concerns we had previously raised.

But in welcoming it – we also accept that there is a great deal of work to be done – at all levels – to increase access to universities.   

In 1989, the Commonwealth, State and Territory Governments developed jointly the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Policy.  

The Policy set out 21 long-term goals under the themes of involvement, access, participation and outcomes which it was hoped would lead to real improvement in education at all levels for Indigenous Australians.

Thirteen years later we find that Indigenous people are participating in higher education in greater numbers, they are well represented in many fields of study, they are studying for higher level qualifications and more are completing their qualifications and gaining employment. 

However, despite the progress that has been made, the pattern of Indigenous access, participation, retention and success in higher education remains well below that for non-Indigenous Australian students.

Participation rates, whilst encouraging – are not growing as they ought – and in fact in the last two years there has been a downward trend.

The challenge is not, however, to simply increase the numbers of Indigenous students in higher education, but to also increase employment rates within the university sector of our indigenous population.

Last year there were just 552 Indigenous academic and general staff employed in Australian higher education institutions  - less than 1% of staff
.  While the numbers of Indigenous staff have increased by 23% over the last five years they remain under-represented compared to their proportion of the general population.  

 I am pleased to say that there are measures in place to turn these figures around 

Inroads are being made – albeit small ones. 

All universities have committed to developing Indigenous Employment Strategies through the recent round of enterprise bargaining.  

All universities are committed to maximizing  staff development along with the transfer of job skills and information in order to increase Indigenous knowledge, independence, remuneration, job security and self-sufficiency;

All universities are committed to encourage and foster the employment and participation of Indigenous Australians at all levels of work activity within universities

And all universities have committed to facilitate and encourage the direct involvement of Indigenous Australian staff in determining career strategies, goals and objectives.

It is a start – but as I said at the beginning the impediments loom large.

The historical pattern of educational disadvantage is one of the major barriers preventing greater numbers of Indigenous students obtaining the benefits of higher education. 

The retention rate of Indigenous students to Year 12 remains well below the national average so that Indigenous students are significantly under-represented in the student cohort that completes secondary education.  

The AVCC is currently putting forth the argument that more resources are needed to address this critical issue – for if students do not complete year 12, it is highly unlikely they will consider university as an option. 

We are also urging the Government to review student income support arrangements.

The availability of Abstudy and other income support arrangements is a factor of great significance to the participation of Indigenous students in higher education.  

The AVCC believes the Government ought look to  restructure income support direct to students to reduce barriers created by living-costs and the impact on study of excessive hours of paid employment. 

The number of individuals supported at least in part by an Abstudy (or similar) grant is often greater than just the student concerned.

We know that family members, other than just the student, also “live” from the Abstudy grant, at least in part.  

The decline in the amount of Abstudy support available to any one student, although relatively small in itself, is often of significance to the family group concerned and becomes the trigger which necessitates the withdrawal of the student from the course of study.

The AVCC is also co-operating with the Government’s initiative to have more Centrelink offices on university campuses so that students can be better informed about the range of income support options available to them.

The imperative in attracting our indigenous people to consider university is to ensure that once they have entered the system – they remain.

There are cultural barriers to this issue and it is not uncommon for Indigenous students to experience feelings of cultural isolation during their studies.  

Indigenous support or education units are the focal point for the delivery of support services to Indigenous students in universities and increasingly the teaching of courses and the conduct of research.  

They play a crucial role in making the university experience a culturally inclusive environment for Indigenous students.

So…. where to from here?

Australia’s public university system has a responsibility to ensure that all citizens qualified for university admission have equal access to universities.

The fullest development of the talents of our people is critical in a globalised world.

There is no greater gift than the gift of knowledge – it empowers and enriches us  - both as an individual and as a society.

Overseas experience shows that treaties can empower Indigenous communities. 

It is important, however, not to overestimate their effectiveness. 

It is unrealistic to expect a treaty to resolve every disadvantage- to expect this is to put undue weight on a purely legal process.

It is unfortunate that the debate in Australia is sometimes framed in terms that suggest that “practical reconciliation” and a Treaty are opposed to each other.

Universities and the AVCC will continue to play a part in promoting reconciliation with Indigenous people and contributing to the debate on a National Treaty.

And if I can end where I began - tomorrow does indeed belong to the people who prepare for it – and we must all be responsible for assisting in that  preparation.
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