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The Foreword

After my father, John Button, died in 2008, a group of friends, family and former
colleagues created a general prize for writing on politics and policy in his name.
In 2011, we introduced a second prize, for essays on politics and policy by
Victorian secondary students. The John Button Schools Prize proved so popular
that in 2015 we decided to maintain that prize and end the other one.
We did so because we realised that while the general prize honoured an
established writer, the Schools Prize gave recognition and encouragement to
young people who were approaching their adult lives, and who were already
focussed on what was wrong with the world and how to make it right.
In the past eight years the Schools Prize has attracted essays on a wide array of
topics: from refugees to the Republic, from the struggles of temporary rural
workers to the strengths of Medicare. The entrants come from many different
backgrounds but share one shining quality: they are determined to help create
a better Australia. As these young people become adults, we need their voices
in our parliaments, public services and political parties.
In her powerful acceptance speech after winning this year’s award, Year 10
student Minseo Kim said that some people dismiss the political concerns of
younger Australians simply on the basis of age. However, “I cannot overstate
the importance of young adults being provided with a medium to begin
conversations regarding the contemporary issues that are affecting our
country…This is the vital work that the John Button Foundation has chosen to
undertake.”
These words from Minseo Kim capture the intent of the Schools Prize. I warmly
thank the University of Melbourne School of Government for its support of the
prize, and I look forward to many more years reading the best words and ideas
from some of our finest and most idealistic young minds.

James Button
24 September 2019
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The John Button Fund and
the School Prize
The John Button Fund
The John Button Foundation was established in 2009 in memory of John
Button, the late Industry Minister, Senator and writer. In 2016 the Foundation
donated the fund to the University of Melbourne to be managed within the
Melbourne School of Government.
Donations to the Fund can be made through the School of Government’s
website at the following link:
https://government.unimelb.edu.au/engagement/the-john-button-fund

The John Button School Prize

Professor John Howe

The School Prize awards the best essay on a subject concerning Australia’s
future by a Victorian student who is in Years 10 to 12 and is younger than 19.

Director

Essays submitted for the School Prize will discuss Australian politics or policy.
They might address such topics as Australia’s population, climate change,
reconciliation with Indigenous Australians, water, asylum seekers, education,
health, the state of the arts — big ideas for Australia’s future.
The 2019 winner was announced at the Melbourne Writers Festival on 3
September 2019, at the annual John Button Oration.
The Judging Panel for 2019 consisted of 5 members:
•

Judith Troeth, member, Melbourne School of Government Board,
former Liberal Senator for Victoria

•

John Langmore, Professorial fellow, Melbourne School of
Government, former Labor MP for Fraser

•

Gerard Martin, Curriculum Manager (History and Civics), Victorian
Curriculum and Assessment Authority

•

Alistair King, Communications Manager, Victorian Curriculum and
Assessment Authority

•

Chair: Tom Gerald Daly, Assistant Director, Melbourne School of
Government
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Melbourne School of
Government
The School’s Mission
Our mission is to inspire and equip governments, businesses, social partners
and individuals to meet the challenges of contemporary governance. Through
interdisciplinary, innovative teaching and research, we seek shared and
sustainable solutions to these challenges. The School's activities centre around
our thematic areas: renewing democracy; governance and regulation; and
troubling policy. In these areas we aim to:
•

Harness the University's diverse resources in our graduate and
executive teaching to equip the current and next generation of
leaders.

•

Facilitate research that meets the needs of governments, industry
and social partners.

•

Be the platform for exploration, debate and innovation nationally
and in our region.

Empowering Younger Generations
The John Button School Prize forms part of the School of Government’s activity
in educating and empowering younger generations. As well as the School Prize,
other key initiatives include:
•

Undergraduate breadth subjects on understanding policy, climate
change, and the inner workings of government.

•

The Master of Public Administration (MPA), which prepares
professionals to take on leadership roles working in and with
government.

•

The Pathways to Politics Program for Women, a non-partisan
initiative run in partnership with the Women’s Leadership Institute
Australia and Trawalla Foundation, which provides a select group
of female University of Melbourne students and alumni the
opportunity to gain the skills and networks to reach elected office
at local, state and national levels.
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Older Workers’ Rights
are Human Rights:
Why Australia Must Take Further Action
Against Ageism in the Workplace

_
Minseo Kim
7

As the Royal Commission brings the quality and
safety of Australia’s aged care sector1 to the
forefront of the nation’s attention, it has become
pertinent to probe deeper into the numerous
issues that are faced by Australia’s older
population. Despite the country’s status as a first
world state with exceptional living standards, 1 in
4 senior Australians live in poverty,2 demanding
government inquiry and intervention regarding
the causes and preventative measures that this
socio-economic phenomenon entails. Australia
boasts a high average life expectancy of 81 years
for males and 85 for females.3 Notwithstanding,
the Australian government considers employees
over the age of 50 to be mature aged workers,4
with the average retirement age for people aged
45 years and over standing at 55.3 years.5 As life
expectancy continues to increase not only in
Australia,6 but globally,7 there is a growing
international consensus regarding the necessity of
later retirement (termed productive ageing).8
However, the problem does not lie with older
Australians’ reluctance to work; many
acknowledge both a desire and an intention to
retire later in life, but are prevented from fulfilling
this wish due to age-related discrimination9 in the
workplace. By extensively revising legislation in
order to effectively protect the rights of mature
aged workers, covering areas such as workers’
compensation and insurance policies, as well as
with the introduction of a national bill of human
rights, the Australian government will be able to
deliver crucial economic and social improvements
to the lives of senior Australians, as well as the
remainder of the population.
Age-related discrimination in the workplace takes
two forms: bias during recruitment, and bias
during employment,10 with ageist practices
commonly implemented during the hiring process
described as both rampant and systematic.11
Employers often filter out older applicants during
the initial stages of recruitment without adequate
consideration of their qualifications,12 or attempt
to deter them from applying by releasing job
advertisements that solicit ‘innovative’ or
‘dynamic’13 applicants. The prevalence of this
issue is shown by the fact that as many as 58% of
people over 50 report to experience
discriminatory behaviour while seeking paid

employment.14 Some mature aged workers may
take on a voluntary redundancy, but struggle to reenter the workforce due to these conventions; on
average they remain unemployed for much longer
than any other age group.15
Ageism during employment includes the
assumption that older workers are unsuitable for
promotions for which they possess the
requirements and qualifications, or more suitable
for non-voluntary redundancy.16 In addition, there
is an alarming trend of the exploitation of older
workers, whereby they are placed in precarious
positions with substandard wages, casual
arrangements, or working hours that are
insufficient for financial security (known as
‘underemployment’).17 In this context, mature
aged workers are rendered less able to negotiate
phased retirement arrangements (such as working
four days a week), despite evidence that this
strategy could be beneficial in striking a work-life
balance.18 Age-associated harassment is another
barrier for mature aged workers, who are often
targeted by coercive measures such as hints,
comments, and jokes concerning retirement and
menopause, or outright isolation and neglect,
such as failure to provide proper training.19
The government must challenge these barriers
with inquiries into Commonwealth legislation that
complicate mature age employment: laws
surrounding superannuation, family assistance,
child support, social security, employment,
insurance, and workers’ compensation. For
example, the majority of workers’ compensation
schemes, though their terms vary slightly within
each state or territory, dictate that incapacity
payments are either ceased or significantly
restricted once the worker reaches pension age,20
with similar impositions on travel and income
protection insurance. Considering the rampancy
of ageism in the workplace despite it being
unlawful,21 it is the responsibility of the
government to modify such programs that may
encourage these discriminatory behaviours, or
introduce appropriate new policies to further
protect the rights of older workers.
In addition, achieving equity for mature aged
workers would require the implementation of a
national bill of human rights, as the violation of
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human rights is fundamental to age-related
discrimination. In accordance with the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights,22 all humans are
entitled to equality without distinction of any kind,
including age. Australia is the only remaining
western democracy without a Human Rights Act.23
Such a bill would force the federal Parliament to
consider the effect of laws on older citizens’
human rights when policy development is
underway, encourage the persecution of
perpetrators of unlawful age-related practices,
and provide a suitable protocol to enforce in the
case that a government department breaches the
human rights of its employees.24 The UK Humans
Rights Act of 1988 has been reported to restore
dignity and independence to the elderly with it
emphasis on the right to be free of degrading
treatment, confirming that Australia would
benefit from a similar bill.25
Some will perceive this analysis and proposal as an
oversimplification and a nostrum respectively,
with some speculation that if mature aged
workers were supported to work for longer,
patterns of later retirement would rob the
younger demographic of opportunities to
maximise their career prospects.26 However, this
notion is actually counterintuitive, as an increased
number of older workers would only serve to
stimulate the Australian economy as a whole. In a
perfect ouroboros, more workers would cause a
rightward shift in the demand curve, therefore
generating more jobs.27 This was aptly illustrated
in June 2015, when Australia placed 15th out of 34
nations in the OECD rankings for employment of
mature age workers;28 while this result was an
improvement upon its previous placement of 20th,
it remains that by matching New Zealand’s mature
age employment rate (the latter placed 2nd in the
same study), Australia could generate a nominal
GDP increase of an average of $24 billion annually.
These statistics provide a tantalising glimpse of
Australia’s full potential; by refusing to leverage
the untapped gold mine that is its mature aged
workforce, the country is depriving itself of the
opportunity to maximise its economic growth, and
consequently, improve the living standards of all
its citizens.29
Later retirement would also allow workers to
accumulate a larger superannuation, thereby

relieving the government pension system of
additional burdens. First instituted in Australia in
1909, when only 4% of people survived until they
were of pension age,30 the Age Pension is currently
ill equipped to deal with the population's
lengthened life expectancy. Despite plans to
increase the eligibility requirements to by 6
months every 2 years until it reaches 70 by 2035
(the current criterium stands at 66),31 government
expenditure on the Age Pension is projected to
reach $72 billion in 2025 - 26 (presently $50
billion)32 unless dependency on it decreases
(about 80% of older Australians receive pension
benefits despite a compulsory 25 years of
superannuation).33 Furthermore, engaging in
stimulating work is proven to be beneficial for the
mental and physical health of older men and
women,34 which works to lessen their reliance on
government funding for the healthcare system.
These merits hardly having gone unnoticed, the
Abbott government strived to encourage
businesses to employ and retain employees over
the age of 50 with the initiation of its Restart wage
subsidy in 2014.35 As well as the overt financial
incentive of taking advantage of this grant,
businesses also stand to gain a significant
advantage over their competitors by taking
advantage of the broad range of transferable skills
and professional experience possessed by older
workers. Mature aged employees provide crucial
insight during a period of time when business’
customer bases are also ageing,36 they have lower
rates of absenteeism,37 and they are prone to
fewer accidents in the workplace.38
Thus the question remains: why, despite the
evident benefits, do employers persevere in
refusing to hire older workers? In fact, the Restart
Wage Subsidy received 1735 of an anticipated
32,000 participants in its first year, while the Rudd
- Gillard government’s similar Experience+Jobs
Bonus strategy was utilised by only 230 employers,
despite the intention of benefiting as many as
10,000.39 Intrinsically intertwined with these
statistics are studies showing that almost a third of
Australians experience age-related discrimination
while seeking employment, starting as young as 45
years of age.40
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Such prejudice arises as a byproduct of
misconception; an overwhelming majority of
Australians admit to harbouring skepticism about
the physical and cognitive abilities of mature aged
workers, with many citing the media as the
perpetuating force, if not the origin, of such
beliefs.41 Preconceived and often subconscious
notions surrounding older people originate from
stereotypes that they are frail, weak, and
burdensome,42 and they are often treated as
redundant or marginalised once they are no
longer considered to contribute economic value to
society. As a result, older people’s wellbeing is
often compromised by an underfunded and
understaffed aged care system.43 Thus age-related
discrimination in the workforce, while a critical
issue in itself, is demonstrated to be a single
symptom of an extensive and deep-rooted
prejudice cultivated through years of the cultural
naturalisation of derogatory attitudes toward the
older demographic. As such, it is clear that law
reforms alone are insufficient; change to
government policies must be accompanied by reeducation campaigns with the aim of gradually
changing Australian society’s perception of older
people.
For those already situated in a vulnerable position
in society, ageism in the workplace is only an
extension of the multilayered issue that is socioeconomic inequality. For example, Australians of
an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander background
across all age groups are likelier to be unemployed,
to earn a lower salary, or to source their main
income from a government pension or allowance,
as compared to non-indigenous Australians.44 If
age-based discrimination can be described as a
figurative weight that burdens individuals

throughout employment, older indigenous
Australians are encumbered by a load that is twice
as heavy as others’, highlighting the urgency of the
need for legislative reform. Additionally, reports
that the average superannuation payout for
women are only 57% of those of men45 reveal
another dimension of this issue. Already adversely
affected by Australia's gender wage gap46 and
other forms of sexism, an increasing number of
women between the ages of 40 and 65 are
resorting to opting for cosmetic surgery in order to
preserve their employability.47
Moreover, men aged 45 - 65 that have been forced
out of their occupation are emerging as one of the
largest growing demographics suffering from
mental health issues,48 which sheds light on the
reality that ageism in the workplace is as much an
ethical crisis as an economic issue. Research shows
that people who perceive themselves ageing in a
positive light live an average of 7.5 years longer
than those who view it negatively.49 This, coupled
with the direct correlation between employment
and higher self esteem and personal fulfillment,50
demonstrates that ageism in the workplace is a
complicated and multifaceted problem. The
broader implications it has for Australian society
make it all the more vital to address, meaning that
the government has an obligation to enforce and
adapt policies to mitigate the effects of the
discrimination and poverty experienced by older
Australians. The first step is to consolidate laws
that protect older citizens’ rights to equal
treatment in the workplace, rather than
permitting them to diminish with age. Only then
can it be ensured that the financial hardships
confronted by elderly Australian citizens become
outliers, rather than inevitabilities.
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Australia and Indonesia
in the 21st century
_
Max Walton Briggs
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The Asia-Pacific region has rapidly grown in
the last few years to become an important
economic and political powerhouse. Whilst many
strategists look to the traditionally influential
nations of Japan or China, another nation is rising
and could play a significant role in Australia’s
future. Indonesia is a nation that is of both
strategic and economic importance to Australia,
yet we are at a crossroads where we must move
forwards away from the scandals and mistrust of
the past and begin to mend our attitudes and
policies towards Indonesia. For both the security
and economy of the region, Australia must
strengthen our ties with Indonesia as we move
forward. With a need for stronger defence ties, as
well as a rapidly growing economy, Indonesia will
undoubtedly become one of our most significant
partners.
Indonesia is one of our most important, yet
controversial relationships. In the past there have
been several events such as violence in East Timor
and the Bali Bombings in the late 1990s and early
2000s that have prevented the formation of a
stronger alliance. In particular, extremism is a
major concern for Australia, after the tragic deaths
of 88 Australians in the 2002 Bali Bombings, and
the Australian embassy bombing in 2004. Both
attacks were in opposition and revenge as a
response to our actions in East Timor’s liberation
and for supporting American actions in the Middle
East. The problem of extremism has created a
mutual uneasiness which has yet to fully heal.
A big obstacle in the relationship is the cultural
and legal divide between Australia and Indonesia
which has been difficult to overcome. One of the
more recent examples of this was the execution of
drug traffickers Andrew Chan and Myuran
Sukumaran in 2015, which despite multiple
interventions and pleas by the Australian
government and other organizations, went ahead.
This use of the death penalty was labeled as a
"dark moment" in Indonesia-Australian relations
by Prime Minister Tony Abbot, who subsequently
withdrew the Australian ambassador from
Indonesia in response. The executions
demonstrated the difficulty that we have coming
to terms with a very different legal, cultural and
political system in which capital punishment and
other practices still exists.

Furthermore, Australian support for East Timor’s
independence and the condemnation of
Indonesia’s occupation during the 1990s has been
a major thorn in the history of the relations
between our two countries. This stance was
extremely unpopular within Indonesia as Australia
took actions which undermined Indonesia’s policy
and national sovereignty at the time. This
prevented the formation of stronger ties in the
early 2000s as it strained both diplomatic and
political relations. These notable incidents
highlight just some of the challenges that are faced,
in rebuilding and mending this critical regional
partnership. Despite these roadblocks, there
appears to be a strong mutual desire for our two
nations to work together in tackling many of the
greatest challenges facing the Asia-pacific region,
including the issues of territorial expansion,
terrorism and economic development.
One of the ways that we could rebuild trust, is
through stronger defense and security ties. In
recent times there has been a growing concern in
both nations about the rise and influence of China.
Both Australia and Indonesia are concerned about
Chinese territorial expansionism in the South
China Sea. Despite Indonesia considering itself a
“non-claimant state” in this dispute, China has
claimed territorial waters surrounding the Natuna
Islands North-West of Borneo. Whilst the islands
are Indonesian, the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ)
overlaps China’s claim along the “Nine-Dash Line,”
and China claims this region to be an area in which
traditional fishing has taken place. As a response
Indonesia has gradually increased their military
presence in these islands including a naval base
and Surface to Air Missile capabilities in order to
deter Chinese influence. Australia on the other
hand, has been pressured to support the United
States Navy in conducting freedom of navigation
operations, in a bid to counter Chinese claims
within the South China Sea. From a strategic
viewpoint, it makes sense to have mutual
cooperation on the issue of China’s expansion.
However, this approach needs to be taken with
caution, given that both the Indonesian and
Australian economies are both largely focused
around China and neither country wishes to upset
this difficult balance due to trade concerns.
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Australia also has the ability to assist Indonesia in
tackling the issue of extremism. Indonesia has
been rocked with a plague of attacks conducted by
radical groups such as Islamic State and Jemaah
Islamiyah. Most recently in May 2018, there were
concurrent suicide bombings conducted in the city
of Surabaya against three churches and a police
station resulting in the deaths of 28 people.
Terrorism has had a large impact on many of
Indonesia’s key economic sectors. After the 2002
Bali Bombings there was a 32% drop in the number
of tourists visiting Indonesia alongside a 10.4% fall
in the Indonesian stock market, which deeply
hindered economic growth. With a high number of
Australians travelling and working in the region,
and growing economic ties with Indonesia, it is in
Australia’s interest to prevent the rise of
destabilizing and radical actions within the region.
Australia has both the experience and expertise,
to assist Indonesia in tackling terrorism.
This need for mutual cooperation on the issue of
security within the region has most recently been
demonstrated in the signing of the 2006 Lombok
treaty and in August 2018 when Scott Morrison
agreed to the Indonesia–Australia Comprehensive
Strategic Partnership Agree-ment during a visit to
Jakarta. This shows the willingness of both nations
to cooperate on both domestic and foreign
defense concerns. Section 5.34 of the 2016
Defense White Paper describes how we “have a
mutual and abiding interest in the security and
stability of the maritime domains that we share,
the free movement of trade and investment
through these domains, and countering terrorism
and people smuggling in our region.” In this report,
it outlines how there have been “recent activities
[which] have included navy, army and air force
exercises and training, including counterterrorism exercises, and enhancing defence
industry cooperation.” Australia and Indonesia
have built the Jakarta Centre for Law Enforcement
Cooperation (JCLEC) which is a centre that trains
Indonesian, Australian and other Regional
partners in countering issues such as terrorism,
cybercrime and human trafficking. This program
has been a major success training 26,162 law
enforcement and defence personal from across
the region. More actions and commitments like
this need to be undertaken if we wish to ensure

greater cooperation with Indonesia, on the multilateral issues in the regions.
Apart from defence relations there are other ways
we could rebuild trust with Indonesia. As one of
the fastest growing nations, as Indonesia’s
population is expected to rise from 269 million to
over 366 million by 2050. Some reports also put
Indonesia as the world’s 4th largest economy in
2050, overtaking Australia’s gross GDP within this
period. Despite this expected growth, Indonesia is
only Australia’s 13th largest trading partner with
two way trade and investment placed around
$16.5 billion in 2016. This is behind other smaller
economies (by gross GDP) within South East Asia
including Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand.
Without a doubt Indonesia will continue to rise
due to its large economy, yet our trade does not
reflect this geopolitical shift. Economic
development is one of the most effective ways to
begin rebuilding trust.
Whilst we have made some progress in developing
a stronger economic partnership, more can be
done to further ties. In March 2019, Australia and
Indonesia signed the “Indonesia-Australia
Comprehensive
Econo-mic
Partnership
Agreement,” (AI-CEPA), a free trade agreement
(FTA) in which both Australia and Indonesia have
agreed to create stronger economic links. AI-CEPA
is expected to allow “99% of all Australian goods
exports to enter Indonesia duty free.” This will
make both importing and exporting resources
significantly easier. However for this trade
agreement to work more effectively, Australian
businesses and consumers need to actively engage
with this agreement to foster closer business ties.
One way to achieve this to encourage Australian
businesses to expand into Indonesia through tax
incentives, allowing for cheaper production of
various goods within the country, whilst also
training Indonesian workers. This has begun to be
implemented under the FTA, which has allowed
for vocational training within Indonesia from
Australian companies and businesses particularly
within the hospitality and health sectors.
Programs like this highlight a positive pragmatic
shift, in our economic and business ties with
Indonesia.
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In addition, Indonesian students comprise a large
sector within the international higher education
market within Australia. According to the
Australian Embassy to Indonesia around 20,000
Indonesian students currently study in Australia in
either university or vocational training. This is
growing at about 8% per year and is around a
quarter of the total number of Indonesians
studying abroad. Under the FTA Australian
Universities and institutions have been allowed to
run campuses in Indonesia providing that it is in
partnership with Indonesian universities to bring
more affordable education to Indonesian students.
Australian institutions including Melbourne
University, Monash and The University of Western
Australia have been looking to expand into
Indonesia to cater for the growing demand. This
has been particularly effective in the commerce
and health sector, as it provides training and
education to the Indonesian workforce. The
tertiary education sector provides a clear example
of how we can grow economic ties with Indonesia.
Another sector that has the potential to grow
relationship is the Tourism Industry. More than 1.3
million tourists visit Indonesia from Australia
contributing approximately 1.8 billion into the
local economy. For Indonesians traveling abroad
Australia is the 10th most popular destination with
150,000 visiting Australia during the same year.
However with a growing middle class this number
is expected to rise rapidly, especially amongst the
younger wealthier generation. However for
tourism to grow in both countries we need to
encourage Australians to visit Indonesia and vice
versa. Tourism provides Indonesia with a major
source of income, both in terms of foreign
currency and local employment, and helps to
provide stronger cultural links to other countries
including Australia.

One final way in which we can promote a healthier
relationship with our northern neighbour is to
build stronger cultural ties. One example of this
could be to encourage more students to engage
with Indonesian culture through the learning of
Indonesian in schools. However, this is an area
that we have done poorly in over the last few
decades. In fact over the past 30 years the number
of people learning Indonesian within schools has
declined, falling well behind other languages such
as French, Chinese or Japanese. Learning the
language is as much about the grammar as it is
about learning about culture and traditions. By
understanding the language, students can actively
engage with around 250 million people within
South East Asia. Student exchanges which
encourage language developments are a good way
of sharing culture and promoting deeper
understanding between our two nations. Strong
cultural respect is a cornerstone in foreign
relations, particularly one as diverse as Australia
and Indonesia. However we actively need to
encourage Indonesian within schools, providing
the opportunity and resources to learn Indonesian
as a language and a culture. Ultimately when
people are able to communicate and respect each
other, there will be an increase in regional
cooperation, trade and tourism.
Indonesia is an essential relationship that Australia
must focus on as we enter the 21st Century. As
close neighbours Indonesia and its growing
economy will undoubtedly have a large impact on
Australia. In order to benefit from this we need to
focus on closer cooperation in defence, increasing
trade and tourism whilst also improving cultural
understanding. It is in our mutual interest to form
the strongest of ties with a nation, that for so long
has been overlooked when discussing Australia’s
foreign policy.

_
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The Futility of
Reconciliation Without
Decolonisation
_
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Reconciliation, the process of bringing First
Nations people and other Australians together, is
an approach Australia has taken to seemingly
bring about justice for Indigenous peoples. This
process, however, is not effective in creating much
needed structural reform in Australia, and a
process of decolonisation must be undertaken for
real progress to be seen. Reconciliation in
Australia was initially brought about as a result of
a recommendation from the Royal Commission
Into Aboriginal Deaths In Custody (RCIADIC) report
(1991). The report stated, in its final
recommendation, that “reconciliation between
the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities in
Australia must be achieved if community division,
discord and injustice to Aboriginal people are to be
avoided.” (RCIADIC, Section 38) Reconciliation was
introduced to lead to a treaty, after the Hawke
government reneged on their support for and
commitment to a treaty. The Council for
Aboriginal Reconciliation (CAR) was created soon
after. 1996 then saw the introduction of John
Howard’s paternalistic idea of ‘practical
reconciliation’, which branded the ideas of
sovereignty and land rights as ‘symbolic
reconciliation.’ This view ignored systemic factors,
both historical and cultural, that underpin
disadvantage of Indigenous peoples. The final
report from CAR (2000) recommended
constitutional recognition and a treaty. This report
declared that if the recommendations it set out
were acted upon by the government, Australia
would have a “solid claim to asserting itself as a
reconciled nation” (CAR Final Report).
Reconciliation Australia was created as a result,
with a strong emphasis on reconciliation as a
method of unification. Historically, Australia’s
approach to reconciliation has been called into
question and subject to much criticism, due to the
process’ lack of decolonising effort.
Reconciliation is merely symbolic reparation and is
not equivalent to structural reform, thus should be
seen as a political process rather than an objective.
Reconciliation “neither reconciles present
grievances nor forecloses future conflict” (Tuck
and Yang, 2012). The ‘practical’ measures
undertaken in the name of reconciliation are
strikingly indicative of the fundamental faults that
lie at the heart of reconciliation as a whole, thus
solidifying the need for decolonisation in Australia.
The Close the Gap campaign encompasses this.
The Close The Gap Campaign for Indigenous
Health Equality came about in response to The

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice
Report, which in 2005 called for Australian
governments to commit to achieving Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander health and life
expectancy equality within 25 years. The
campaign is rooted in data that focuses on
disparity, deprivation, disadvantage, dysfunction
and difference (Maggie Walter, 5D Data). These
statistics are framed by the campaign as issues of
disadvantage, rather than as belonging to a larger,
systemic problem. E. Tuck and K.W. Yang define
this as “At risk-ing / Asterisk-ing Indigenous
peoples”, one in a series of “moves to innocence”
(Malwhinney, 1998) which attempts to “reconcile
settler guilt and complicity, and rescue settler
futurity.” (Tuck & Yang, 2012). This framework,
which approaches ‘gap closing’ as a technical
rather than profound political matter, is perhaps a
major reason for the campaign’s lack of ability to
meet targets. This was seen in the 2018 review of
the campaign, which found that only three of the
seven Closing the Gap targets were on track to be
met. Additionally, the lack of implementation of
recommendations from the RCIADIC report has
resulted in at least 411 deaths since the Royal
Commission and at least 153 deaths in the last
decade. As stated by Kevin Gilbert, the process of
reconciliation “can achieve nothing because it
does not at the end of the day promise justice”.
The reason why Australia seems to be going
nowhere in terms of structural reform or obtaining
justice is because the overall process of
reconciliation does not seek to fulfill this purpose.
Rather, reconciliation functions as an antidote for
settler anxiety.

There is an indubitable desire for the ‘completion’
of the colonial project, due to the guilt settlers feel
regarding the moral illegitimacy of the colonial
period. Whilst reconciliation reaffirms the settler
belief that colonialism is in the past, and
reparations are being made through this process,
without decolonisation there is no way that
colonies can become ‘post-colonial.’ The
ineffectiveness of reconciliation will persist as long
as colonisation remains prevalent in our society,
as it is today. The elimination of First Nations
people in what is wrongly referred to as ‘postcolonial’ society is an ongoing process. The
statistics mentioned above surrounding Aboriginal
deaths in custody demonstrate this. Furthermore,
modern Australian prisons have and continue to
play a distinctive role in control and management
22

of Indigenous peoples (Cuneen, 2009). The
massive overrepresentation of First Nations
people in the Australian criminal justice system is
common knowledge, yet “every year it gets worse”
(Gino Vumbaca, Executive Director, Australian
National Council on Drugs, about Aboriginal prison
rates). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
prisoners represented 28% of the total full-time
adult prisoner population during the March
quarter 2019, and there was a 3% increase since
the March quarter 2018 (Corrective Services,
Australia). As of 2018, the rate of incarceration for
Indigenous peoples was 15 times that of nonIndigenous people. Whilst this issue is often
viewed as a contemporary problem, it is more so
an extension of the colonial project, in which
“Indigenous peoples must be erased, must be
made into ghosts”. (Tuck and Ree). The Australian
government’s deplorable response to the
Indigenous suicide epidemic further evinces this,
after the first half of the year saw the suicides of
over 62 First Nations people, including the deaths
of three 12 year olds within the first 12 weeks of
the year. Whilst these numbers are often used to
frame First Nations people in a deficit discourse,
they significantly indicate the failure of
reconciliation processes. Evidently, reconciliation
is failing to bring about the necessary justice that
decolonisation can realize.
In order to not only truly shift into a post-colonial
Australia but to achieve justice in this country, we
must begin a process of decolonisation. The
process is one which relies on self-determination,
a right contained in both article 1 of the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR) and article 1 of the International Covenant
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. According
to Ghillar Michael Anderson, the leader of the
Euahlayi people, decolonisation involves “giving
the people the freedom to exercise their right of
self-determination” (The Guardian, 2015). It is a
long-term means of the dispossession of colonial
power, which occurs on “bureaucratic, cultural,
linguistic and psychological” levels (Linda Tuhiwai
Smith, 2012). The idea of decolonisation is not a
new one in Australia, or in the wider world, and
has in fact been a topic of discussion for many
years. The First Peoples’ Freedom Summit of 2014,
for example, gave birth to the National Freedom
Movement. This group created the Aboriginal
Sovereign Manifesto of Demands, and on the 9th
of February, 2015, presented this document to
Nigel Scullion, the previous minister for

Indigenous affairs in Australia. The document was
based around the High Court Mabo decision of
1992. The manifesto called for the
Commonwealth
of
Australia
to
begin
“negotiations to establish a time frame for our
decolonisation” (Aboriginal Sovereign Manifesto
of Demands, 2014), through a series of treaties
with Indigenous peoples. This would mean that
Australia would become an independent
federated republic, with Indigenous nations
becoming autonomous, self-governing territories
within the republic. As outlined in the manifesto,
Australia would need to draft a new constitution,
in which the law of First Nations would be included.
The Warriors of the Aboriginal Resistance (WAR)
have also shown their support for the
decolonisation of Australia, with the preface of
their manifesto containing the motto, “Resist.
Revive. Decolonize.” (Warriors of the Aboriginal
Resistance Manifesto, 2014). Meriki Onus, a
representative of WAR, stated that selfdetermination is needed as “Our freedom will
never be found within the Australian legal system”
(The Guardian, 2015). Whilst these groups and
others have advocated for the decolonisation of
Australia in past years, it is still a challenging idea
which has obfuscated many, thus leaving the idea
unconsidered and discarded.
For decolonisation to work, there must be clarity
surrounding what the process calls for, and how
and why it must occur. It is important to note that
“Decolonisation doesn’t have a synonym” (Tuck &
Yang, 2012). The term is often used to describe
microcosmic processes, such as decolonising
schools or workplaces, however this “turns
decolonisation into a metaphor” (Tuck & Yang,
2012). There is an innate resistance to any process
which would affect the whole of Australia,
however, metaphoric acts of “decolonisation” will
ultimately be ineffective if the process is not
undertaken on a national level. Decolonisation is
in no way a simple, band aid solution, and is at its
core challenging, yet is completely necessary.
There is no “right way” to decolonise, and as with
any issue there are understandable differences in
opinion when it comes to how the process should
be undertaken. Terry Mason, an Awabakal man
and Senior Lecturer at the University of Western
Sydney, believes that multiple treaties would need
to occur, and each of these would be reflective of
the relative circumstances of different nations.
This view is somewhat similar to that of the
aforementioned National Freedom Movement,
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who also called for treaties with Indigenous
peoples.
However,
this
approach
to
decolonisation is not agreed upon by all. As Meriki
Onus stated, the issue is “deeper than political”,
and as long as decisions are made in accordance
with the Australian government, justice will not be
found. Gaynor Macdonald, Senior Lecturer in
Anthropology at the University of Sydney, asserts
that for treaties to be effective, they must be
made at a federal level. Indigenous sovereignty
cannot be maintained in state treaty processes, as
“states and territories cannot enter into treaties
with sovereign nations” (Macdonald, 2018). If
state and territory treaties were to be
advantageous, Macdonald argues, economic
power must be “restored to Indigenous peoples to
allow them to come to the national treaty table on
equal terms.” A treaty process is seen as
problematic to many, as treaties imply the
participation of sovereign parties, however First
Nations people did not cede their sovereignty.
Decolonisation surrounds the sovereignty of
Indigenous nations, thus state treaties would be
not only ineffective in a decolonisation process
but ultimately paradoxical.
A challenge with this is that decolonisation should
not stand in the way of other progress in Australia.
Due to the major undertaking that decolonisation
is, it cannot be expected to occur easily. Thus,
other means of progression should not be blocked
to make way for the ideal process that
decolonisation is. Rather, they should be used as
steps in the right direction. It must also be noted

that, as stated above, decolonisation is not a band
aid solution; no real, constructive process is.
Decolonisation is an ideal solution for Australia,
but realistically will come at a cost. Whilst it would
result in gain and most importantly justice for First
Nations, there would also be a loss of resources for
many Inidgenous peoples as a consequence.
However, the failure of said resources and
ineffective monetary solutions which form part of
the reconciliation process outweigh the possible
loss that decolonisation may engender. Much of
the resistance to decolonisation also stems from
the belief that it is an isolationist movement, and
does not pave the way for a shared Australia.
Whilst a shared future is objectively important,
justice cannot exist within this future if the
colonial project continues. The failure and
inefficacy of reconciliation is a result of ongoing
colonialism in the nation state.
Reconciliation has proven to be a purely symbolic,
and thus fruitless process, which has not and
cannot accomplish justice for First Nations people
in this country. Reconciliation implies the
completion of the colonial project, whilst it in turn
facilitates the perpetuation of colonialism.
Decolonisation is instead an essential, yet
challenging, process which would reverse the
effects of colonisation and bring about the long
sought after justice for First Nations people. If
Australia is truly committed to its First Nations
people, it should commit to a process of
decolonisation.
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