Dear Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee


Inquiry into an Australian republic,





Thank you for the opportunity to put my two cents worth into the public discussion. Not being one with a great legal learning or political understanding, I have restricted my comments to one portion of this inquiry's terms of reference, namely;





(a) the most appropriate process for moving towards the establishment of an Australian republic.





Whether the republic should be headed by an Australian Head of State is another matter that appears to entertain the entirety of your time, so I hope you may entertain just one submission that suggests a (multicultural) citizenry has more interest in a republic's substance rather than, simply, its form.





The strength of any democracy, as any true republican knows, is the ability of its institutions to respond to the aspirations of its citizens. Any true democracy is therefore built from the bottom up – from its communities to its  Head of State. Australia has never had this history. It has evolved from a penal colony to mish mash of separate legal entities whose most powerful institutions are built around six states and one territory. Its national ones have been developed in the quiet isolation of a large country town. Never has an Australian community developed the political institutions so common to the countries from which their parents immigrated. They have been imported whole. Sometimes they are tinkered with but never is it considered that they should be reformed root and stem. 





There is nothing new here. We are taught by history that any dedicated colonial mind must consider such radical talk to be something bordering on sacrilege. But eventually this mindset tends to focus on things that offer a common sense to groups of communities. In the case of Australians the search for a Republic appears to start in attempts to understand the reasons for the existence of the institution of Local government, which today exists at the whim of a State government minister. It is, after all, the form of government that affects them most directly. It is the first place where they learn the meaning of governance.





When the latest arrivals to Australia's most populous and multicultural city are taught that their community representatives have not even the barest opportunity to be consulted before done way with, what possible interest would it be to them that the position of God's most secular representative is to be decided by different means?





The most appropriate process for moving towards the establishment of an Australian Republic is not in looking upwards and divining for a Head of State. It is by looking downwards and encouraging communities to believe that their representatives have their smallest and most immediate interests at heart. The first step then, towards a Republic that is democratic in both substance AND form is the constitutional recognition of Local government.





There is one other important social reason for recognising the importance of local governance at this point in time. The word Globalization has been bandied about for some time now and has created fear in nations. One common belief is that National and State governments must respond to the threat of losing major industries by doling out forms of industrial welfare, which many have done and is now reaching an unsupportable level.





Globally this has led to a strengthening of Local government in more advanced countries as they are more able to perceive opportunities that are incomprehensible to larger bureaucracies and higher ministries. All social organisations are beginning to reform around their learning groups - large private corporations call them communities of interest or specialist committees – as a way of better managing their knowledge. Even parliaments recognise that their committee learning is more important than wasting time point scoring in a Parliament's 'question time', which in Australia (it must be said) is a National embarrassment. 





The problem for frustrated representatives theses days is that have yet to understand how new technologies can be tamed in order to institute more open government. In short, they have yet to agree on how to reform their media to make it more interactive, and make their learning more inclusive and memorable. But this is an area that, although it gets to the substance of the present debate about a Republic, must wait for another inquiry. 





To summarise. Constitutions are living documents in which the fundamental laws AND principles of a government, state and society are written down. To rewrite a high office and redefine its relationships is purely tinkering with its form. Any thinking citizen knows this. Empower the lowly forms of government and citizens will feel they have some control over their Republic.





One suggestion. Why not elect a Head of State from EX PM's or Premiers. Seems a pity to see all that learning go to waste, and they would have a greater incentive to remain virtuous during their term in lower office.


 


Excuse any of my stupidities.





Regards,





Simon Fenton – Jones


Avalon


2/9/04

















