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Introduction 

On the 8th of May this year, a group of approximately seventy Victorian high school students 
came together at [name of school redacted] to learn about, discuss, and deliberate the merits and 
viability of the Referendum Council’s recommendation to create a constitutionally enshrined 
First Nations’ Voice To Parliament that was at the core of the Uluru Statement From The Heart 
(1).  

Almost eight months after Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull dismissed the recommendation as 
a potential erosion of Australia’s democracy due to its supposed nature as a “third chamber of 
parliament” (2), these students, after hearing from experts and advocates with a range of 
perspectives and considering a myriad of arguments from all sections of society, came to a 
conclusion by a vote of the absolute majority that not only is a First Nations Voice feasible, but 
that it also stands as the most desirable constitutional reform to advance reconciliation with 
Australia’s First Nations (3). 

The outcome arrived at by the conference students (following their objective analysis and 
dissection of arguments on both sides of the issue) stands diametrically opposed to the ultimate 
conclusion of the Australian government, and in doing so highlights the uncertainty that exists 
across Australian society regarding the merits of a First Nations Voice. Yet with an impartial 
and holistic analysis of the reasoning both in favour of and against the proposal, this 
uncertainty can be alleviated, and the true merits and benefits of a First Nations Voice 
understood and recognised by society. 

 

Understanding the Need for a First Nations Voice 

The often forgotten or overlooked argument that should ideally be grounded at the centre of 
debate on the merits of a First Nations Voice is the issue of whether change (in particular 
constitutional reform) is needed, or whether the current status quo can be accepted by 
Australian society. Only when this is understood and answered can society truly explore the 
merits of a First Nations Voice on a holistic level. 

Perhaps the strongest evidence that supports calls to change the status quo in Aboriginal Affairs 
lies in the decade long campaign by the federal government to ‘Close The Gap’ of inequality that 
exists between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians. Before parliament on 13th of 
February 2008, then Prime Minister Kevin Rudd delivered his Apology to Australia’s Indigenous 
peoples in what became a defining moment of the decade. Rudd used the address to announce 
the “first step” of a decade-spanning campaign to “close the gap” in health, economic, and 
educational outcomes between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians (4). With the 
support of parliament and the rest of Australia, Rudd’s campaign seemed destined to succeed. 

Yet now a decade later, with the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet having completed 
their ten-year review of the Closing The Gap campaign, the results of a decade’s efforts are 
sobering to all involved. The report ultimately shows that outcomes in key areas for Indigenous 
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Australians are not being improved fast enough; not a single key indicator is on track in all 
jurisdictions and no jurisdiction is on track to achieve more than three of the seven key 
indicators. In fact, progress has been so slow that at current rates the gap in life expectancy will 
not close for another sixty years (5).  

Additionally, the ten-year review’s emphasis on ensuring strong partnerships with Indigenous 
communities when implementing key programs in future may be an indication that the poor 
results of the past decade are, at least in part, due to poor consultation and cooperation with 
Indigenous Australians. However, at the core of this lies the same issue that has persisted in 
Australia for more than 200 years; on the whole across our society Indigenous Australians 
experience significantly worse outcomes in key areas while also enduring substantially lower 
living standards. 

The Significance of a First Nations Voice to Indigenous Australians 

Considering the apparent lack of progress in Aboriginal Affairs over the past ten years and 
beyond, it is evident to an increasing number of Australians that a new approach is needed to 
deliver effective progress in both advancing reconciliation and closing the gap.  

While undoubtedly no single action will bring about a solution to the issue at hand, at the 
constitutional level there is increasing evidence to suggest that a constitutionally enshrined 
First Nations Voice with the power to address parliament is likely to be the most effective 
approach and revitalise progress. This is largely due to the way a First Nations Voice would 
ensure a higher level of consultation and cooperation with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities in parliament’s relevant undertakings, the need for which the Closing The Gap ten-
year review notes as a “key lesson” learned from a decade of unsuccessful efforts (5). 

The importance of greater consultation and cooperation, along with the ability of a First Nations 
Voice to deliver as much, was reaffirmed in the lead up to the 2017 National Constitutional 
Convention. In that period, the Referendum Council conducted consultations across Australia 
with First Nation Regional Dialogues that sought to identify the various opinions and 
perspectives held by Indigenous Australians and community groups across the country. 
Unsurprisingly these dialogues delivered an overwhelming rejection to proposals aimed at 
enshrining a symbolic ‘statement of acknowledgement’ in the constitution with only a single 
dialogue labelling it as an ideal reform (6). Instead dialogues consistently favoured a First 
Nations Voice as a meaningful reform that could establish a “new norm of participation and 
consultation” that would differ from the often superficial or meaningful but ignored 
consultations of the past, and in doing so improve the efficacy of parliament’s future 
undertakings (6). 

Further to this, the National Constitutional Convention, with its 250 delegates representing 
Indigenous communities across Australia, continued the theme of rejecting proposals for 
symbolic recognition in favour of supporting what was identified as the most effective reform 
available; yet again a First Nations Voice (7). This proves that not only at a local level, but across 
the country, the majority of Aboriginal Australians prioritise effective reforms over symbolic 



The Merits of a First Nations Voice in Modern Australia Page 4 of 6 

recognition, and the majority see a First Nations Voice as the most effective and viable reform 
available.  

Ultimately, these opinions presented by Indigenous Australians at the National Convention and 
Regional Dialogues are an invaluable resource that cannot be disregarded when considering 
constitutional reforms. The stagnation of progress when Indigenous Australians were poorly 
consulted with the Closing the Gap campaign has already demonstrated the need to work with 
affected communities; if the input of First Australians were to be ignored when discussing 
constitutional reforms, the reform process could just as easily be plagued by the same 
ineffectiveness as Closing The Gap.  

The Undeniable Practicality of a First Nations Voice 

Beyond the significance of the consensus achieved by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples at Regional Dialogues and the National Constitutional Convention in support of a First 
Nations Voice, there are also arguments put forth by experts in constitutional law and 
Indigenous affairs that greatly reaffirm the practical nature and effectiveness a Voice would 
have in Australia. 

One such argument put forward by Noel Pearson and the Cape York Institute revolves around 
how a Voice To Parliament could raise the effectiveness of the legislation passed by parliament 
relating to First Nation peoples. The logic flows that a Voice could ensure genuine input from 
First Nations people in the lawmaking process where relevant, and this in turn can prevent 
legislation from being discriminatory while also greatly increasing the likelihood of the 
legislation being accepted by the community, thereby confirming a First Nations Voice could 
improve the effectiveness of parliament’s legislation (8). Which in turn may have the added 
benefit of reducing the $30 billion per year burden on Australian governments dedicated to 
often ineffective programs targeting Indigenous Australians (9). Prominent Aboriginal leader 
Dr Chris Sarra embodies the practical principles of a First Nations Voice in his answer to a 
question posed by Malcolm Turnbull on what actions can be taken to truly make a difference. 
His response was to emphasise the need to “do things with” Indigenous Australians not “to” 
them (10). All available evidence makes apparent the importance of working with First Nation 
peoples in order to deliver better outcomes, and a Voice to parliament is a practical means to 
deliver just that. 

Furthermore, the practical outcomes that a First Nations Voice could deliver in Australia are 
already being confirmed abroad as nations like Canada, New Zealand and Finland set 
international precedents that Australia can follow in enacting reforms for the betterment of 
Indigenous peoples. For example, the Saami Parliamentary Act 1995 (Finland) created a 
constitutionally enshrined body that would ensure the Saami people had a voice that could be 
heard as the national government was given a “duty to negotiate” with the Saami Parliament 
when developing law on specific matters (11). In turn this ensured less discrimination in 
legislation along with greater community acceptancy, thereby increasing the effectiveness of 
such legislation. 
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Australia can learn from this model, along with the models established in Canada and New 
Zealand that enshrine voices for their Indigenous people, as it demonstrates the profoundly 
beneficial impact that a First Nations Voice can have. Undoubtedly Australia has taken steps to 
give Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people a voice within Australia’s governmental 
system, but the models established abroad demonstrate that by constitutionally enshrining 
bodies with the specific purpose of providing a voice to Indigenous people, Australia could also 
take steps already proven to be effective on the path to reconciliation with First Nations people.  

 Addressing Challenges to a First Nations Voice 

In spite of the evident precedent established internationally, there still exists significant 
domestic opposition to the idea of an Australian referendum seeking to deliver a 
constitutionally enshrined First Nations Voice to parliament. One major reason behind this 
stance is often the view that such a Voice would threaten the liberal democratic values at 
Australia’s core while undermining the very institution of democracy itself. In particular, 
Director of Policy at the Institute of Public Affairs Simon Brehny has frequently espoused 
Malcolm Turnbull’s rejection of the Uluru Statement From The Heart and rejection of proposals 
for a First Nations Voice as a “significant victory” for Australia’s democratic ideals (12), due to 
Turnbull’s ultimate support for the status quo wherein the only guaranteed expression of ideals 
afforded to Indigenous Australians is that of the democratic vote at each election. Yet the 
ultimate flaw in the argument presented by Brehny and other constitutional conservatives alike 
is a fundamental disregard for the inadequacy of the existing status quo in Australia. The liberal 
democratic values Brehny advocates for are the same ideals that have guided Australia’s 
government while it has overseen a decade of failure to achieve any significant progress in the 
nation’s efforts to Close The Gap and advance reconciliation. 

Conclusion 

Ultimately, the past decade has been an interesting yet disappointing time for both Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous Australians alike. For a decade the Australian government has achieved 
stagnation in its efforts to Close The Gap, leaving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to 
continue to endure sub-standard life outcomes more than 200 years after the continent was 
first colonised by Europeans, and the current status quo presents no opportunity for this 
trajectory to shift. Now however, for perhaps the first time there is a consensus among First 
Australians regarding what course the nation’s constitutional reform should take with the 
proposal for a constitutionally enshrined First Nations Voice to parliament at the core of the 
Uluru Statement From The Heart. Such a proposal is one that embodies practicality and is 
oriented on effectiveness rather than symbolism, with both First Nations people and 
constitutional experts having reaffirmed as much. However, there still remains significant 
opposition to such a proposal, but this opposition can still be overcome with objective analysis 
of all arguments and perspectives on the proposal. Additionally, the reservations of 
constitutional conservatives regarding the possibility of undermining Australia’s foundational 
values needs to be considered as part of a holistic analysis of the issues the nation faces in order 
to understand the importance of shifting from Australia’s status quo to a new paradigm in 
which age-old issues are finally solved. 
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Australia has advanced beyond measure as a nation since Arthur Phillip first landed at Sydney 
Harbour in 1788. Now modern Australia faces highly complex and multi-faceted issues with 
innumerable potential responses. Yet in 2018, the best path forwards for Australia to Close The 
Gap and advance reconciliation with First Australians, is with the adoption of a constitutionally 
enshrined First Nations Voice to parliament. 
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