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Senator BOB BROWN (Tasmania—Leader of the Australian Greens) (6.22 p.m.)

The Australian Greens oppose the Social Security and Other Legislation Amendment (Welfare Payment Reform) Bill 2007 and 
related bills. They are an unprecedented and obnoxious assault on the rights of Indigenous Australians, in the run-up to 
this election, to advantage the Howard government and to further disadvantage the first Australians. I begin by recognis-
ing that this parliament, like everything that we enjoy in this country, is on Aboriginal land. I bring to this Senate a  
message stick from the Gulkula meeting at Garma in the Northern Territory on 3 and 4 August this year. It is to the  
Australian parliament. It says:

Stop the legislation. Sit down and talk. No more dispossession.

It comes with the signature of Galarrwuy Yunupingu, and it was brought by Raymattja Marika and Olga Havnen. I seek 
leave to table this message stick from the Northern Territory Indigenous peoples.

Leave granted.Continue

Senator BOB BROWN—I thank the Senate. I read from the written message attendant with this stick. It says:

Aboriginal leaders meeting at Garma this weekend have called upon the Prime Minister not to introduce the proposed legislative 
measures to give affect to this declaration of a national emergency in our communities in the Northern  
Territory.

The safety and wellbeing of all our children is paramount. We understand the need for tackling violence and abuse in some of 
our communities. Aboriginal people have led the way in addressing these issues in the absence of government support.

If any measure is expected to achieve the desired outcomes, there must be collaboration with community leaders throughout 
the Northern Territory. However, the Prime Minister’s unilateral action, without consultation or negotiation with us puts in 
jeopardy our relationship with the Government. It jeopardises the possibility of achieving any sustainable outcomes. The leaders 
brought to the Garma meeting messages from communities across the Territory expressing our people’s continuing concerns 
and alarm at the way in which the Australian Government’s intervention is being used to do much more than the intended 
protection of our children.

We are at a loss to understand how the removal of the permit system and the introduction of compulsory acquisition of our 
lands have anything to do with redressing the many complex social issues afflicting our communities. It is more likely that the 
Governments proposals will open the floodgates to illegal alcohol, drug and pornography dealers and to those who intend to 
prey on Aboriginal women and children.

We are deeply concerned at the severity and widespread nature of the problems of child sexual  
abuse and breakdown in our communities. But these are complex matters that occurred due to  
the neglect of successive governments in Australia that require a long term commitment of  
resources and political resolve on all our parts if we are to achieve the sustainable, positive  
changes that are so long over due.

 



We will continue to work collaboratively with Governments and communities to ensure that children are protected, they are our 
future and we will not compromise that for them. Above all, the role of our families and the need to strengthen and maintain our 
families must lie at the heart of any proposed solution. The widespread fear caused by the deployment of Defence Force personnel in 
our communities will be a long—

Interjection
Senator Scullion—Like bus drivers.
Continue

Senator BOB BROWN—You are intervening on a message to the Senate from the Indigenous people of the 
Northern Territory, Senator, and you are out of order.

Interjection
Senator Joyce—Mr Acting Deputy President, on a point of order: is this all contained in the message stick that has been tabled or is this 
another speech?

Interjection
The ACTING DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Senator Barnett)—My understanding is that it accompanies the message stick, but what is your point 
of order?

Interjection
Senator Joyce—My point of order is that, at the start of his speech, Senator Brown said that this was part of the message stick but it 
sounds like he is now reading a speech.

Interjection
The ACTING DEPUTY PRESIDENT—That is not my understanding. My understanding is that this accompanies the message stick, but 
Senator Brown can clarify that matter.
Continue

Senator BOB BROWN—Thank you, Mr Acting Deputy President. For the information of Senator Joyce, there is an 
English transcription of the message stick with the message stick which has been tabled. I am now reading from 
the message to this parliament from the people who provided that message stick at Garma. It continues:

The widespread fear caused by the deployment of Defence Force personnel in our communities will be a long term obsta-
cle to achieving stable, healthy families and communities.

The Governments present intervention is not sustainable and the personnel presently working in our communities will 
inevitably leave. The impact of this intervention will have serious negative consequences, and one which concerns us 
most, because of the widespread defamation of all Aboriginal people that has resulted, is that Aboriginal people will lose 
confidence in any intervention, such as regular visits to medical services.

The Government’s decision to terminate the CDEP and replace it with social security arrangements will affect a majority 
of those people living on Aboriginal land. The detrimental impact of this new policy will be to force people into townships 
and communities where Aboriginal housing and services are drastically inadequate and create further dysfunction in 
those populations. Their policy of making social security entitlements conditional on school attendance and other fac-
tors will also contribute to a large transmigration with disastrous potential.

Moreover because the homelands have served as safe havens for families escaping alcohol, drug abuse, criminal behav-
iour and related dysfunction there will no longer be the option of the protection of their homelands. Thereby, the scale of 
the problem that concerns us all will accelerate rapidly particularly exposing women and children to greater risk.

We believe that the following steps are a pathway forward in dealing cooperatively with these  
matters.

And the first of those steps that come with the message stick is ‘Sit down and talk’; the 
second is  ‘Stop the legislation’; and the third is ‘No more dispossession’.

Sitting suspended from 6.30 pm to 7.30 pm
 



Continue
Senator BOB BROWN—Before dinner I had—

Interjection
Senator Joyce—Mr Acting Deputy President, I rise on a point of order. I would like Senator Brown to clarify ex-
actly who wrote this message stick and that he stands by exactly what he has put up as a translation.
Interjection

The ACTING DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Senator Hutchins)—He may deal with that, but that is no point of order. I call 
Senator Brown.

Continue
Senator BOB BROWN—Thank you, Mr Acting Deputy President. I would ask, through you, if Senator Joyce has 
been consulting with the Indigenous people and that if he has a different message he bring it before the  
Senate in this debate before it is guillotined. 

Raymond Gaita, the moral philosopher and author, writing in the current Monthly magazine, had this to say:

No plausible description of the plight of the Aboriginal communities can justify the condescension shown to them and 
their leaders by the lack of consultation and the reckless disregard for the consequences of such dramatic but ill-pre-
pared intervention ...

Could such disrespect be shown to any other community in this country? The answer, I believe, has to be no. If that is 
true, then it betrays neither cynicism nor insufficient love of country to suspect that, to a significant extent, Aborigines 
and their culture are still seen from a racist, denigrating perspective. From that perspective, the (sincere) concern for the 
children is concern for them as the children of a denigrated people, just as it was when children whom we now call the 
Stolen Generation were taken from their parents.

We have to go back and ask: where did this all come from? And we all know that the horrific prospect of child 
abuse has causal factors. I simply read from The Angry Australians by Ward McNally. It was published in 1974, 
and this is from page 45:

Jim Doherty is almost coal black. Self-educated and self-assured. He has worked at a variety of jobs from shearing 
sheep and fencing station property to driving heavy transports. He is about thirty-three years of age, and says he was 
born under a mulga bush somewhere near the edge of Tennant Creek.

“I was luckier than most. I found work with white people who treated me decently and encouraged me to learn as 
much as they could. They taught me lots of things. Most importantly that not all whites are bad, or that all Aborigines 
respond to opportunity. From the day I was first encouraged to read I have striven to get further up the ladder of educa-
tion, and to turn back what I learn to my own people in the hope that some of them, too, will resist the yoke of slavery 
for so long on their necks, and fight for dignity and a place in the Australian way of life. That’s our right, you know. We 
were here thirty thousand years before your forebears came and raped our women, poisoned our water holes and left 
poison food for our people to eat and die from”, he told me when I talked with him in the back bar of the Alliance Hotel 
in Brisbane.

Jim Doherty went on:

“Before I was ten my elder sister was found beaten up and raped. Everyone knew four or 
five white laborers working near the town had done her over. But as she was a little black 
girl no-one cared a damn about her. I used to dream about the way she looked when 
she crawled back to the humpy that night. Now I dream about it no longer. It’s etched 
into my mind.”



Here we are, 33 years down the line, recognising the distress and hurt in the Indigenous communities where 
people are housed 10, 20, up to 30 in one house. Let us take note that the World Health Organisation points out 
that the single biggest factor common to child abuse is overcrowding and ask ourselves: who did that? Who 
caused that? Why hasn’t that been fixed? Which government has turned its back on that circumstance in this 
great wealthy country of ours?

If we then look at the figures of child abuse we find that, for the most recent year of statistics, there were some 
34,000 substantiated cases of child harm reported in Australia and that 6,000 of those were in the Indigenous 
community. So 80 per cent were in the rest of the community. But when I look at this legislation I find that, time 
and again, a racist approach is taken by the Howard government which focuses right in on the travail of the  
Indigenous people in the Northern Territory and excludes any focus on similar harm in the rest of the  
community.

When we look at the coercive powers being given to the Australian Crime Commission through this legisla-
tion—extraordinary ASIO-like powers to surveil the community and then coerce, without charge, people to 
give testimony and to produce goods—we find that it is clear, it is written in the legislation, that when it comes 
to looking for evidence of violence or child abuse it is on the basis of race. Not the 80 per cent: if you are white 
you are exempted. But if you are in the black community you are subject to it. And it does not confine itself to 
the Northern Territory. If you are in Launceston, Perth, Echuca, Palm Island or Redfern and you are black, you are 
subject to the Australian Crime Commission’s coercive powers. Those powers were never meant for citizens of 
this country but were meant to protect this country from organised crime dealing in drugs, international transfer 
of money and white slavery. But, now, we have those coercive powers taken from the mafia, the criminal gangs 
and the triads into the Indigenous communities of our country, and nowhere else. If you are white you are under 
it, if you are black you are not. The legislation spells that out absolutely clearly. 

I have never seen such racist legislation. I would never have expected that one would see such racist legislation 
and never could have believed one would see such racist legislation before a parliament this far down from the 
White Australia policy. It is deplorable. It is disgusting, and it is very, very political. This is a government which 
turned its back on the Indigenous people of this country more than a decade ago, but in the run-up to this elec-
tion—in trouble itself—it has gone for law and order and is compelled by other arguments which the guillotine 
will fall on before we can put them properly in this chamber.

What is the rationale for taking the land from communities throughout the Northern Territory? What is the  
rationale for changing the terms of the Constitution? This government and this Prime Minister think they 
are above the Constitution of this nation of ours so that the just compensation terms of the Constitution are 
changed to another word—’reasonable’. According to whose reasoning will this reasonable compensation be 
given to the unconsulted but insulted Indigenous people of this country?

Peter Andren, the honest, diligent, intelligent and caring member for Calare, who cannot be in this place because 
of illness, had this to say about these bills last week:

The Howard Government has proved it has no intention of seriously consulting with Aboriginal peoples by ram-
ming 500 pages of legislation through parliament to address the so-called ‘national emergency’ in Aboriginal 
communities, according to Peter Andren, Member for Calare.

“These bills remove the permit requirement for entry to Aboriginal lands, trample on land rights and effectively paints 
every Aboriginal community in the Northern Territory as dysfunctional, addled by alcohol and incapable of determining 
their own lives,” Mr Andren said.

“What’s more they override the Racial Discrimination Act and stand condemned as the 
most racist legislation introduced into federal parliament since the shameful days of the 
so-called Aboriginal protectorate acts early last century.

I seek leave to incorporate the rest of that media release.



Leave granted.
The document read as follows:

“When the government didn’t control the Senate in 1997-98 the Native Title legislation was debated over 10 months 
with several inquiries, 600 amendments moved and 200 accepted, including the government being forced to allow the 
Racial Discrimination Act to apply. Where is the debate and Racial Discrimination Act now?

“This exploitation of the situation in some Aboriginal communities is a shameful election-year wedge by the Prime 
Minister.

“Hiding behind a newly discovered election year concern the PM and his lackeys have thrown half a billion dollars at a 
crisis born generations ago of factors the Prime Minister has never acknowledged as serious.

“As a nation we have never paused long enough to consider the impact of removing people from their land, introducing 
diseases of Europeanisation, taking children from their parents over many generations and refusing to enact a Treaty 
recognising the prior and continuing custodianship of this land by Aboriginal peoples.

“The downward spiral of self abuse, child abuse, constantly degraded self-worth, incarceration and failure to be recog-
nized as the first and continuing owners of this land are prime causes of Aboriginal stress and grieving.

“It requires 20 years at least of enlightened, properly informed policy along the lines promoted by Professor Fiona 
Stanley and Associate Professor Helen Milroy who point to a critical lack of indigenous professionals. They highlight the 
desperate need for early intervention programs for parents and children and culturally trained teachers, as well as the 
absolute necessity for permanent on ground medical and mental health services to address intergenerational grief and 
stress.

“What does this Prime Minister do? He continues his process of eroding self-determination and land rights on top of 
recent legislation specifically designed ‘to improve access to Aboriginal land for development, especially mining’.

“What has this to do with poor health outcomes and child abuse?” Mr Andren asked.

“If he had any real interest the Prime Minister would investigate the progress being made in restoring pride and purpose 
in Canadian native communities through a mixture of reparations for their stolen generations which included child 
abuse by whites, as well as a major national Indigenous Foundation for specific community building projects.

“This is the way forward, and it requires full consultation with and implementation by indigenous communities.

“The reality is there are many, many fine Aboriginal communities around Australia. The Prime Minister has  
effectively smeared an entire race by this precipitous and arrogant legislative response weeks out from an  
election.

“If his concerns were genuine he’d consult as widely as possible way beyond any poll.

“A standout and damning feature of this six-week blitz and hasty legislative response are the comments from the  
authors of the Little Children are Sacred Report who point out there is not a single action taken by this  
government so far that truly corresponds with any of the 97 recommendations made in the report.

“These bills are the trojan horse for the Prime Minister’s long held ambition – to mainstream and  
assimilateAustralia’s Aboriginal peoples so they become ‘like us’.

“Why would they bother?” Mr Andren said.



Senator BOB BROWN—What is the government going to do after this putsch on Indigenous Australians in the 
run-up to this election? What are they going to do with those people who find themselves arraigned into jails, 
which are already overfull in the Northern Territory, if that is the government’s aim? 

And from the minister that is what we are going to see: jails with no services to deal with sex offenders—none. 
There are no education facilities and no adequate facilities to deal with addicts. If you are in Alice Springs and 
you have a psychological crisis, there is no hospital facility, no ability to fly out, and no jail facility except sur-
veillance. This government says that it has moved the Army and police into Indigenous communities to make 
things better. What is more, it says that it is going to take the land from the Indigenous people and then give 
compensation—listen to the minister—in terms of the services it provides. There is no just compensation, as 
I said a moment ago, other than in the terms this patronising and disgusting government in 2007 would put 
upon the Indigenous communities without their consultation.

This need not have happened. We had the wit and wisdom in 2007 and the expertise to do as the Indigenous 
people themselves have called for for decades: to consult and, arm in arm with the Indigenous people, to  
provide the services, the education facilities, policing and security, the ability to stop the white grog runners and 
drug runners making money out of Indigenous people in this country. If only it were done in good faith. Instead, 
we have this disgusting bad faith and political advantage being taken of Indigenous Australians yet again 
by the Howard government in the run to the election in 2007. 

What a shameful process this is. What an inglorious moment in history this is and how badly this will be looked 
back upon by every single member of this government and this opposition which votes for it. There we have 
a failure of opposition. It is left to the Greens and the Democrats to come in here and defend decency in this 
country, to defend the argument that we should not be a racist nation, to look for honour and respect for the 
First Australians, instead of this indignity, this calumny, this disgusting racism which is built into this legislation. 
The guillotine will fall but the shadow of this process this week with this government abusing parliament as well 
as Indigenous Australia will never, ever be eradicated.

Second Reading Speech by Senator Bob Brown for the 
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