2007 Partnerships for Reconciliation State Forum

Jan Chorley Speech
As Australia wrestles with this question of Reconciliation and decides definitely that it wants a true commitment and lasting change on the situation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait disadvantage there will be no turning back.

 I acknowledge the traditional owners of the land on which we meet-the Kaurna people who are represented here today. Thank you Georgina for your welcome to country. I acknowledge the elders gathered today and I pay my respects

 I also offer my acknowledgement to Reconciliation South Australia’s Patron, Professor Lowitja O’Donoghue AC CBE DSG, who is with us today. Lowitja contribution has been to changing the landscape of this country through her advocacy, leadership and shining a spotlight on the acute suffering of Aboriginal people and failure of successive governments to act. But it is through her deep generosity, search and analysis that she continues to enlarge all of us, sustaining the hope of the ‘possible’-for what this country could become.

 I would also like to acknowledge my Co-Chair Peter Buckskin, who speaks passionately of this being the time to re-ignite the’ fire in the belly’ towards strengthening and building a Reconciled country. He states that the time for inaction has long passed.  

If we momentarily reflect back to the lighting of the Reconciliation candle that Patrick Dodson, the former Chair of the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation lit on the 27th May 1997. Let us recapture that moment and be reminded of what he said at that time to those of us attending the Australian Reconciliation Convention, and those observing from a distance: “it calls to mind the times of darkness that has been, the many shadows that still remain but also the light and hope that is there for the future”.(1) 
(1) Pat Dodson – Chair council for Aboriginal Reconciliation National Convention 1997

It could seem that the further away we move from the big “R” reconciliation the stronger the future looks. Despite the demise of ATSIC, the lack of apology to the Stolen Generations from the Prime Minister, in a Post Mabo environment we have witnessed no more elected representation, the imposition of new arrangements for Aboriginal affairs without consultation, the Commonwealth government’s failure to act on the recommendations from the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation and there has been no resolve to the ‘unfinished business’. This represents a huge step backwards towards real substantive reconciliation. Seven years since the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation recommended that the preamble be changed to recognise Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people as the first peoples of Australia. Prime Minister Howard, a few weeks ago acknowledged the importance of political resolution in the process of reconciliation. This move represents an important step by the Australian government and affirmed by the Opposition. However, in the same statement at the Sydney Institute the PM discussed the apology in the context of an ‘old paradigm’. Frankly, I find it unfathomable that an act of profound compassion in the form of an apology could be contextualised as ‘old paradigm’. The apology that is required to the Stolen Generations goes to the heart of the matter, to the heart of our nation. Without it we cannot move forward as a nation. 

Despite all that has unfolded post Mabo, Australia’s Reconciliation has had an ongoing life, against the odds and continued a strong groundswell presence through thick and thin. Here, in South Australia there is a growing commitment to addressing Aboriginal disadvantage, improving race relations and building stronger processes of inclusion.   

However, although there is a lack of hard data, it is generally acknowledged that the momentum for the people’s movement dissipated after the 2000 events around the country. Fomer Governor General Sir William Deane captured this sentiment in 2005, when he said, and I quote “In the years since Corroboree 2000, relations between Indigenous Australians and our nation seem to have significantly deteriorated”(2). Given, Sir William’s impeccable credentials, this is very disappointing and unfortunately an accurate assessment of the period. This view also highlights how the hopes and expectations of the formal reconciliation process of the previous decade have been undermined.  Yet we know today that there is strong anecdotal evidence that grassroots interests in Reconciliation continues to gain momentum. People genuinely want Reconciliation to firmly get back on track.  Today’s gathering, and the regional roundtables that have been conducted, is further evidence of the momentum that is being strengthened by the development of partnerships with State, Local governments and communities in formation across the state to deepen the commitment to the process and actions of reconciliation in our own backyard.

(2) Sir William Deane 2005

In this year of the 40th anniversary of the 1967 referendum, Reconciliation South Australia considers an important part of our role is to unfold a process that happens between people and cultures.
It is to uncover, illuminate it and offer an analysis so we can share the lessons learnt, speak the truth to ourselves and others build relationship in partnerships and contribute to the shaping and celebration of the extraordinary efforts towards Reconciliation around the State. 





The future requires, I believe for each of us to remain purposeful and clear in our vision and resolve. Like Patrick Dodson’s earlier expressions, it needs to be our vision and resolve at this time to grow Reconciliation and articulate a deepening of the vision for our country, state, regions and local communities. This is a call for renewed energy to nurture the soul of this nation, restore the moral order and unleash the true spirit of the people. If we look back to 1967 in Australia, we can be reminded by the example of the those campaign fighters who fought a remarkable sustained effort, they did not wait for government nor just engage in the chastisement of the government, they lived and worked equality and therefore it ‘came to be’. 

These remain troubling times, our challenge, against some odds, is to live and work reconciliation and it will also ‘come to be’. We need to redouble our efforts to engage more broadly the wider community, to ensure whoever wins the federal election views this as the one of most significant issues facing the country and for those who remain disengaged from the process we need to use our voices, our energy and our will to mobilise the forces of goodwill towards achieving a reconciled country.

Quoting from our Patron, Lowitja O’ Donoghue at the inaugural Lowitja O’ Donoghue oration this year, she said, “How can we change the hearts and minds on these issues, and not just stay in the comfort zone of talking to the converted?’(3)
As she says it is a tough question, but one that needs us all to grapple with

3)
Professor Lowitja O’Donoghue Don Dunstan Oration July 2007
If I could perhaps finish with the words Sir William Deane, 

“It those of us who are convinced of the rightness and urgency of the cause, look around and appreciate the depth of our mutual commitment to it and to one another, we will gain the confidence, the strength, and the wisdom to speak more quietly, more tolerantly, more constructively, more persuasively and more convincingly to our fellow Australians who are yet to be convinced” (4)

(4)
Sir William Deane National Convention on Reconciliation 2007

Thank you.  
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