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The Way Forward

Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome to this important conference, ‘Positive Ways: An Indigenous Say’.

My first duty is to acknowledge the Traditional Owners of the land on which we meet today, the Larrakia. Thankyou Mrs Lee for your warm welcome to country, I am honoured to be back here on your ancestral lands.
Thankyou Treana Munro, Manager of  NT Victims of Crime, for inviting me here to participate in this discussion. 

Welcome everybody to this very important forum.  I am heartened that so many of you have travelled a long way to come together and share your experiences, your thoughts and your expertise with us.
I know that most of you here today know the extent of the brutality that many Indigenous people have experienced through the on-going processes of colonisation in this country. 
And I know that most of you also know the extent of brutality that many Indigenous people suffer at the hands of other Indigenous people, and that it is mainly our women and children who bear the full force of this. 
And worse still, we all know that this brutality is not new.  Australia, as a nation, has been its silent witness for generations.

Every now and then the media embarks on a feeding frenzy, exposing details violent crime and unimaginable horror. It happened again earlier this year with the media revelling in sordid details and pointing the finger in search of blame, usually at our most vulnerable and damaged community members.  

Inevitably, there is a scandal, a tragedy, a breaking story, unethical conduct, politicking and chest beating in the chambers of parliament, and then the dust settles and quiet is restored. 

Except quiet is not restored for those still living in fear of their lives. 

What can we do?

How can we move forward in our own lives knowing the extent of victimisation in all its grizzly forms, and where brutality and intimidation continues to reign supreme, unrestrained and relentless.  
In this talk with you this morning, I don’t want to bombard you with ever more statistics on circumstances that all of us here today know only too well. 
I want to assure everybody in this room that between us we can make a difference.

We can effect change. 

There are people effecting change every day, who have been working on the ground making a difference in many communities, who have never attracted the bright lights of TV cameras and whose stories of quiet achievement are never revealed. Rarely are their efforts acknowledged publicly or are they supported sufficiently. 
While of course, we need national level responses, more resources and better coordination of services and programs, (and I will come back to this later), it is on the backbone of these small but significant achievements that are being made at the individual, family and community level where change will be felt the most and where lives will be saved. 

In the next two days, I look forward to celebrating these community based achievements and to promoting the leadership demonstrated by individuals and groups driving change for a safer future. 
I want to share with you some success stories from the most unlikely corners of Indigenous Australia and I want to describe some of the ingredients that combine together to form a recipe for change. Change that has to happen sooner rather than later, for a way forward. 

Indigenous Australians share a unique history and ancestry. Our story of survival in the most arid of continents and in the harshest of environments over many tens of thousands of years is unrivalled. Our distinctive art and culture is celebrated internationally.
Tragically, we have other qualities that set ourselves apart from other peoples. 
We are unique and distinctive in the patterns of violent and criminal behaviours that we exhibit and inflict upon our selves and our families.
In describing a ‘typical’ Indigenous homicide in Australia, Adam Garycar,  former Director of the Australian Institute of Criminology wrote;
· “Indigenous homicides were more likely to occur within the family environment, with a high proportion of female involvement (both as victims and offenders). 
· Many of the incidents resulted from some form of domestic altercation. 
· Alcohol was found to play a major role – just over four out of five Indigenous homicides involved either the victim or the offender, or both, drinking at the time of the incident. 
· Knives were the most common weapon of choice, ….and
· Indigenous homicides involving strangers were found to be exceptionally rare.”

In other words, Indigenous victims of crime are highly likely to have been involved in incidents involving Indigenous perpetrators, and where these perpetrators are from within the family. 
This is distinctively Indigenous. 
Patterns of Indigenous victimisation are roughly the same across geographical regions, meaning that these same patterns of criminal activity can be seen in remote Indigenous communities as well as in urban centres. This is also distinctively Indigenous. 

A far greater proportion of incidents resulting in Indigenous homicide were a result of ‘one on one interactions…..and were less likely to involve multiple fatalities.’

I could go on and on with these distinctive qualities associated with the Indigenous experience of crime, in particular lethal, violent crime. 

What I am trying to illustrate here is that patterns of Indigenous victimisation are unique and we need to understand why, and respond accordingly, before we can begin to move forward. 

Our unique history and pre-history can provide some, but not all answers. 

To survive in this land for so long, Indigenous people developed highly sophisticated political systems and relationships to each other and the land.  

Punishments for breaching complex laws were known and negotiated according to strict rules and often publicly resolved with sanctioned displays of violence. Violent punishments were certainly part of the complex life forces of pre-colonial Australia. 
This is very different from the violent crimes we know of today and should not be, in any way, confused with traditional practice.

On the other hand, Indigenous experiences of colonial violence can inform our understanding of how many of our our communities have come to be so devastated. 

However, these histories and experiences cannot continue to be used to excuse the devastating crimes terrorising Indigenous victims of violence. They can however help us to direct resources and energy into appropriate interventions.
Programs to intervene and interrupt the cycle of crime have to engage with the devastating impacts of colonial policies of the past and present and understand how this impacts on an individual’s ability to function appropriated and productively. 
This of course has been extensively documented for decades but still continues to evade program development and delivery. Consequently, the intergenerational experiences of trauma and grief are starkly and tangibly reflected in national crime statistics.

In this regard, many community based initiatives that aim to address these issues are the few areas that seem to be making a difference. However, inevitably government funding of these types of programs is usually one-off, unsustainable and unsupported, despite clear evidence of progress. 

Last month the AIC hosted a conference here in Darwin to share important research about violence and substance misuse in remote communities. A significant focus of this research revealed the extent of undiagnosed and untreated mental health problems experienced by many Indigenous people, often resulting from their own traumatic childhood experiences and their individual attempts to self-medicate with ill-legal and potentially brain damaging substances
. 
Research and experience tells us that Indigenous trauma, marginalisation and racism mixes to form a volatile cocktail for self harm, and lethal violence, which in turn reproduces itself inter-generationally. 

Research emerging from the ANU/Reconciliation Australia Indigenous Governance project is also proving that government responses to support Indigenous community initiatives have all-but failed Indigenous people and in particular Indigenous victims. 
Currently, governments simply do not have the capacity to build sustainable relationships with Indigenous people and their organisations and sufficiently support their community initiatives. Waiting for governments to move in and fix problems simply won’t work. 
What is working, and what is presenting us with evidence of success are some community initiatives that have emerged from collectives of strong members of communities, who have had enough, and who have demonstrated enormous courage and leadership.  

Many of these have emerged out of the despair. These frustrated women and occasionally, men, have not waited for government support and who have sent clear messages to the criminal elements in their communities that they will not be tolerated.  

Of course some of these programs are now receiving the publicity they deserve, and some of these programs will be discussed further at this conference. Although I also understand that many continue to struggle with inappropriate government funding rounds and bureaucratic inefficiencies and red tape.  

In my mind, supporting these people, the ones taking the power themselves and demonstrating leadership, need all the support that we collectively as a nation can provide. 
Every community in Australia has people with these qualities, with some requiring more support to emerge than others, but it is this leadership that will form the basis of our future. 

I know personally of Indigenous people who have been instrumental in change, including 
· women’s elders groups working in night patrols, 
· male perpetrators of violence who have found ways to heal themselves and help others to stop their violence,  
· parents and grandparents working together to promote better parenting skills,  
· people working together with at-risk adolescence developing life skills and self confidence, 
· single parents working hard to get their kids and other peoples kids to school,
·  foster parents caring for lost and distraught teenagers, 
· sports mentors working with sports teams and making sure all kids have uniforms and transport to competitions

· women’s groups encouraging young parents to watch their kids to prevent child abuse and neglect, and
· substance misuse groups volunteering their support to help others control their addictions. 

 These are the people working in varying capacities, making a difference and taking a stand. 
There are many Indigenous people making a difference. And I also want to acknowledge the partnerships between non-Indigenous people and Indigenous people that are also effecting change.  
These are partnerships based on common values and shared respect. They are driven by people who are both volunteers and professionals, sharing  their visions for a just and safe future together.
Recipes for success

Research into community successes are helping us draw together some of the ingredients that support sustainable change. 
 These ingredients include;
· Strong legitimate leadership, which demonstrates respect and clarifies a vision for a better future,

· Indigenous governance capacity development embedded in every aspect of program design and delivery,
· An enabling environment with government and community partners that understands the local context,
· Adequate servicing and appropriate policing ensuring safety and supporting community members who are making a difference,

· A skilled and supported workforce.
Evidence from the RA/BHP Biliton Indigenous Community Governance Awards clearly demonstrates that Indigenous organisations across the country are leading the way in innovative and responsive community governance, that are making impacts in many areas including health, justice, and crime reduction. 
Recipes for success however, need more than individual and community commitment. 

In promoting community leadership I don’t want to diminish the role and responsibility of mainstream service providers to deliver justice, resources and services to Indigenous people.  
We know most mainstream services don’t meet the needs of our people or understand the context in which Indigenous crime occurs. 
We know that Indigenous women suffer the most and we continue to fail them to ensure their safety. We know sexual predators target our vulnerable children and still we cannot ensure their safety either. 
Services have to get it right, they have to work harder, they have to learn how to engage with Indigenous communities better and to support Indigenous initiatives demonstrating success. 
And importantly, services need to demonstrate to Indigenous people and Australians generally that they are providing services that are effective. 

In his speech, recently delivered at the First Nations Economic Opportunities Conference, Dr Peter Shergold, Secretary Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet outlined the challenges for government ‘with respect to communities’.
 
While I disagreed with much of what Dr Shergold had to say, (but that’s another speech another time), I did agree with him that governments ‘need to do things differently’.

Dr Shergold said,

· ‘We need to tailor government programmes to the particular circumstances of discrete communities….,
· We must ensure that discretionary government expenditures are negotiated to goals that address local needs….,
· Public servants in particular need to understand that community challenges are almost inevitably holistic in their nature and require a variety of programmes from all three tiers of government to be delivered in a coordinated whole-of-government manner if they are to be effective.
· We must insist that, to the extent that community programmes continue to be delivered by community organisations, the staff who work for them are professionally trained and supported and that the indigenous leaders who govern them are fit and proper persons…”.

We are all responsible to ensure that both governments and community organisations deliver services appropriately and to demand changes if they aren’t. We cannot allow bad service delivery to interfere with our aspirations for justice and community capacity building.

We are also responsible for negotiating agreements between governments and communities that deliver positive changes. Communities need also to hold governments accountable for delivering resources and services where they are needed, as governments will hold communities accountable for their contributions. 

Service providers need to demonstrate coordination and collaboration with each and with Indigenous organisations. I know that this audience understands how vital this activity is and how difficult this has been in the past. We cannot continue to accept uncoordinated government programs and ineffectual services. 
Strong messages need to be sent to governments to sufficiently fund adequate and appropriate services to reduce the unacceptable levels of criminal activities flourishing in our communities. 
Research from the Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy research at the ANU
 has recently revealed the extent of under funding to essential services in remote Indigenous communities and the accelerating costs of incarcerating Indigenous criminals as a result. 
Even the economic rationalists in government can do the sums. 
Most significantly, we all need to make sure that strong messages are sent to perpetrators of crime that violence and intimidation is not acceptable. 
We need to ensure that there is a safe enabling environment that supports victims to give evidence against offenders. We need to better develop ways to gather intelligence about criminal activity in Indigenous communities and act with the full force of the law against criminals. 
Strong messages need to be given to those destroying our children’s futures. 
This will involve partnerships between Indigenous people and non-Indigenous people at all levels of our society, and our political system. 

We are all responsible to make change happen.
We must acknowledge and support those who are already achieving successes. 

These are the people who give us hope for a way forward for a better future.

Thankyou. 
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