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Dear Mr Hallahan, 
 
I would be grateful if you would accept my following comments  on the Australian Human Rights Commission Legislation Bill 2003 as a submission to the Senate Legal and Constitutional Committee.
 

Thank you for your time and consideration.
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Submission to the Senate Legal and Constitutional Committee:
         By the time my ancestors arrived in boats from Scotland seeking refuge from the Highland Clearances in 1842, massacres of the original Biripi had already occurred at Mt McKenzie, Bowman and Gangat around Gloucester.  Many died as settlers spread out over the country with the Australian Agricultural Company.
         Over a century later, when I was growing up, there were few Aboriginals in our district. They were friends of my family, their children were smart, could run faster, were better riders and better at sport but they dropped out of school to work. In the past few months I have interviewed some of them, now in their early 60s, and found they are still  happy natured, concerned about their children and their future like most other Australians despite the social injustices dealt to them during their lifetimes. 
         Now, in the 21st century, Aboriginal children attending country schools go on to university as a matter of course. This did not come about automatically but by the slow patient work over many years of people like the Social Justice Commissioner Dr Bill Jonas, working quietly in the background to encourage the new wave of Aboriginals post-graduates in growing numbers as lawyers and doctors and economists ready to take their place as leaders. 
         Despite this, social discrimination and injustice still running through our society must not be tolerated. The proposed abolition of the specialist commissioners of the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission threatens the continued dedicated programs that educate about race discriminations, promote understanding and cohesion among ethnic groups and work to combat racial prejudice and inequalities. If Parliament accepts the restructure of HREOC, there will be three generalists Human rights Commissioners instead of the existing commissioners. Can we as a nation afford to do this?
          Dr Jonas has widened the HREOC net to Cyber-space racism in the new technology, the knee-jerk racism against the Arabic and Muslim Australians who sought refuge in this country to escape the dictators like Saddam Hussain, the large numbers of Aboriginal women jailed, deaths in custody, the lack of concern for addiction to alcohol and petrol sniffing and suicide among the young indigenous people across Australia.  We still have racism, erosion of human rights and social discrimination under our noses but how many people like ourselves care? If the Social Justice Commissioner is left in place, someone will care and carry on the broad role in public education, policy development, conducting national inquiries and producing reports on important issues of community relations in Australia. The role involves promoting equality in the political, economic, social and cultural fields for everyone regardless of race, colour, descent, national origin or ethnic origin.
          As a fourth generation Australian and a journalist, I am alarmed at the proposed elimination of Dr Jonas's position of Aboriginal and Social Justice Commissioner. Since his appointment in 1999, he has presented four reports calling on the government to respect indigenous people's right to land and re-evaluate their policies with indigenous people's right to economic, social and cultural equality. The Australian Government has been slow to respond to these basic human rights. 
        Whatever the colour of peoples skin or our origins, we are born equal in this country. This is something my ancestors found 150 years ago. We were told we must make sure such things as 1835 never happened again. As very small children, we were shown where to look across the wide valley to Mt McKenzie’s high cliff face for the evidence of bleached white bones then still visible in the early morning sunrise and told it was up to us to make a difference in our lifetimes. None of us will ever forget that sight or lesson.
      Working as a journalist around Australia, I heard of other such incidents staining the early days of the colony and knew that life was not equal for all indigenous people even long after Charles Perkins's Freedom Ride in the 1960s. But since Sorry Days, reconciliation marches and inquiries, we seemed to have grown much as a nation, admitted the past and welcomed equality and reconciliation moves. Despite pockets of racism, Australia, at last, seemed on the way to becoming a truly multicultural society merged from many nationalities and Aboriginals:  "I am, you are, we are all Australians" as the popular anthem song says.
        Who will forget the joyful mood of the reconciliation walk over the Sydney Harbour Bridge? As a nation we have learnt the extent and pain of the "stolen generations'' across the whole country. We have seen the injustice of racist incidents and comments in our own neighbourhoods or workplaces. 

        The commission under Dr William Jonas since 1999 has taken Aboriginal rights to new levels. Any reduction or alteration to that intervention power will reduce its independence. Many of the United Nations committees hailed the establishment of the Social Justice Commissioner as a special measure to help reduce disadvantage to all people. 
       Looking at World War records recently brought home just how many of my family fought to keep this country free, for all peoples. They were ordinary country men who did not hesitate to enlist, sometimes five or six sons from one family, for the right to our freedom which we enjoy today. They did not fight for the human rights of fellow citizens being eroded away in 2003, to the extent of abolishing the position of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner.  Aboriginals from my part of NSW were among the Diggers in World War 1, including one very famous man, Billy Jonas, grandfather of Dr. Jonas.
       And a further bitter irony is that the UN has now given indigenous peoples of the world a special home in the Permanent Forum, up there at the highest level, while Australian Government  sends out the message that it wants to go backwards. 
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