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I wish to acknowledge and pay my respects to the elders, past and present, and acknowledge the traditional owners of the land on which we are holding today’s conference – the Gadigal people of the Dharug nation.
I also wish to acknowledge any pay respect to my own Budjalung and Gumbaynggirr elders past and present.

Before I start my presentation I wish to give an apology. For those people, after hearing Mundine was speaking today, I’m Warren…he’s Anthony. I can understand your confusion as we both have similar athletic physiques.

In fact my cousin mentioned to me the other day that he was a bit sick of it too. Only on Monday he was at Melbourne Airport when a group of attractive young girls came up to him and said – “Hey Warren, can we have your autograph?”
But seriously now, I want to start a new conversation about closing the gap on what has for a long time, been labelled ‘First Australian disadvantage’.  In true Mundine style I want to turn that concept upside down and drop it on its head. 

My new conversation is about ‘First Australian development’ – that’s progress and development that can sustain our communities and culture, which in turn minimises the causes of disadvantage.

I’ll just stick a disclaimer up front here to say that every idea, policy and project to assist First Australians over the past decades has been based on the good intentions of well-meaning governments, organisations, communities and individuals – well most of them well-meaning, anyhow.

But we know that despite this collective effort over time we are not closing the gap between the health, lifestyle and prosperity of First Australians and other Australians, and I reckon I know how we can change that.  Not fix it, change it.

So what do we need to change? Just last month the fourth report containing data on First Australians was released by COAG, the Council of Australian Governments.

I’d like you to ignore the title, but we can’t ignore the content of the Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators report. 

We’ll start with the really appalling rate of abuse. The Report shows there’s been a further rise in substantiated cases of child abuse and neglect.  Cases have risen from 4 times to 6 times the rate for non-Indigenous Australians in the past eight years to 2007/08.  We’re told that part of the reason for the increase is better reporting methods, but any abuse is simply unacceptable. It’s not only the kids. The number of Indigenous people, male and female, who land in hospital from spouse or partner violence is around 34 times the rate of other Australians.
Imprisonment rates have risen sharply this decade, especially for women, but there is hope that rates have peaked with 2008 being the first year that rates did not increase. That said First Australian adults are still 13 times as likely as other Australian adults to wind up in jail.

The picture of juvenile detention is more disturbing with the latest figure 30 per cent higher than at the beginning of the decade and 28 times greater than for other Australian juveniles.

The Report tells us what we already know in our hearts – that more First Australians are dying early from avoidable causes, or are six times more likely to find themselves in hospital with a preventable disease, such as diabetes.  As adults we’re dying a decade earlier that other people.

My motivation for seeking a “new conversation” about how to change our world has been the gut-wrenching task of going to funeral after funeral for friends and family aged between 30 and 50. 

So, how do we change from ‘disadvantage’ to ‘development’? I want to tell you a few stories to help you understand where I’m coming from – about the root causes of why we haven’t yet overcome First Australian disadvantage.

I had an epiphany sitting at a Labor Conference – and yes, I know that some would call that an oxymoron, but I realised as I was sitting there that every point about the mainstream world and every associated policy issue was being discussed within the context of ‘the economy’. 

Then it suddenly changed when First Australian matters were introduced.  All of a sudden the collective mindset shifted a gear and the context switched from the economy to welfare. You may think this is splitting hairs, but it’s important.  In fact it’s critical to shaping the future for and by First Australians.

We need to STOP. We need to reframe our thinking, our language and our approach, which are all interlinked.  We need to reframe the conversation about indigenous matters within the context of economic and social development not welfare and human rights.

Why should it be any different?  We need to move First Australian affairs, or whatever you want to call it, back into the mainstream – holus bolus.  We need to stop the warm-fuzzy treatment, the politically correctness, the special considerations – yarda, yarda, yarda.  It’s clearly killing us. 

Then I had a second epiphany where everything fell into place (I’m a genius really!) I was sitting on my backside watching some football one Sunday afternoon, (It must have been a boring game between Manly Sea Eagles and the Bulldogs!) – anyway I was thinking about what on earth could help First Australians break the dependence on Government – to get out of this welfare rut. What on earth.  What have First Australians got that can be used to drive First Australian economic development? It wasn’t rocket science - its land - 20% of Australia’s land mass is held in First Australian’s hands through various land titles across Australia. 

Anyway – I decided to put a few though down on paper, and shoot it off to a mate who could send it to a coupla journos. Anyway, apparently the release was sent out – it was Sunday after all, so who gives a toss about First Australian land reform.  Well, by the time I got off the sofa, again, and walked to my car, I had received about 30 messages from journos seeking interviews.

The history of people around the world shows time and time again, that to lift a community or a race out of poverty and to build a strong economy, land reform plays a major role. As First Australians we now need to work to our strengths and land ownership is a definite comparative advantage.  We need to build our asset base and land title gives us security for mainstream investment and growth.
I suggested in that media release, and still remain strong in the belief, that we need land reform via leasing land that would attract investment and growth in our communities. That was the basis of my land reform agenda in 2004.

So my first suggestion is that we need a new conversation about an economic push back into the mainstream economy and the global economy. We need to work towards sustainable economic progress through building First Australian enterprise. We need to reinvent the notion of private investment and self-employment. It is the only way to lift our circumstances and break our poverty cycle. 

This is not a new notion in itself, but it is a new way to be getting on with it. The COAG report states that: 
“The extent to which people participate in the economy is closely related to their living standards. Many aspects of work affect people’s wellbeing, such as hours worked, job satisfaction and security, levels of remuneration, opportunities for self-development and interaction with people outside the home. Having a job or being involved in a business activity not only leads to improved incomes for families and communities (which has a positive influence on health and education of children), it also enhances self-esteem and reduces social alienation.”
To achieve this means relying on our strength as custodians of land, not on welfare and well-intended government programs.  We need to let go of the warm-fuzzy government social policy, delivered through community action. Programs, such as the Community Development Employment Projects - or CDEPs - were genuinely well-meaning. As you’re probably aware the aim was to assist First Australians to achieve economic independence by helping them to develop skills and employability through community activities.

It has failed us.  It has failed because it has gradually drafted First Australians into a sideline employment structure, away from the mainstream workforce.  First Australian training has been about ticking boxes and by that I mean students often wind up with more skills and certificates than their trainers, yet they’ve never had a job in their lives.  They’re stuck in a vortex of support.

First Australians need to step up and take responsibility for educating our kids and getting our children through the education system. It’s not just a white man’s game. My grandparents’ generation could read and write better than today’s kids.
My message is that all children in Australia need to learn English to be job competitive. We also need to teach and learn First Australian languages and culture, just as much as maths, science and technology. It’s not one or the other, it is all together.

Education and employment are like the steel girders that we need to build to support First Australian enterprise and development. It’s bloody great that the latest scorecard for jobs is looking better.  The COAG Report shows an improvement in First Australian employment rates and incomes in the period to 2006.  That was when times were good for everyone in the global boom.  But no-one is immune from the impacts of world economies and markets, so we’ve got a massive journey ahead to close the gap in employment for First Australians.
It’s regrettable and frustrating for the rest of us that in some cases, a minority of people take advantage of the system to create fiefdoms – it becomes a power game for individuals rather than being about positive employment.

Most employment programs have been developed under the principles of community-based welfare.  Unfortunately, these types of programs are only really successful in confining First Australians to low-level community jobs, many of which are paid less than the dole.  We need to transform the employment system and identify incentives to make the shift from welfare to long-term jobs.
Let’s look more deeply at employment benefits.  I would argue that they’ve had a profound affect on the way First Australians live their lives. The dole actually encourages people to stay put, stay within their country.  Believe it or not, this is counter to First Australian tradition and culture.

We invented the notion of ‘walkabout’ – not in the context of ‘unreliability’ that some people regard First Australian culture, but in the sense of a nomadic lifestyle in order to prosper.  Walkabout to find work was part of our old culture. 

Warren Mundine got here today in the footprints of what is Bundjalung and Gumbaynggirr culture and work ethic, what is normal.

My grandfather in 1900 got a job as a rural worker. He got up everyday at 5am and went to work. He would come home at 4pm. He gave his money to my grandmother. She bought and looked after the food, clothes and shelter, and got the kids off to school. My father grew up thinking that was normal.

So when my father left school he got a job. He too got up at 5am and went to work. He would come home at 4pm and gave his money to my mother. She also bought and looked after the food, clothes and shelter, and got the kids off to school. I grew up thinking that was normal.

When I left school I got a job. I got up at 5am and went to work and come home at 5pm. My wife and I shared our money and we brought and looked after the food, the clothes and shelter, and got the kids off to school. Our kids grew up thinking that was normal.

Our children don’t have in their psyche the notion of not working – for them not working is not normal. Some have their own business. That’s four generations of work that will continue for generations to come. So the message from my own experience is that whatever behaviour is considered normal is the behaviour that will be nourished and handed down within families, communities and tribes.

First Australians never used to sit around waiting for life to come to them. They went out in search of work. Like my Grandfather, black-fellas played a core role in the development of Australia’s primary industries.  

First Australians used to travel up to 500 kilometres to work as fruit-pickers, shearers, shed-hands and rouseabouts. Aboriginal trackers and drovers were vital for forging new, viable country and taking stock to market. First Australians were the first miners in Australia many thousands of years before European settlement. They had sophisticated mining operations, producing high-quality stones and ochre, and also established the first trade paths across the country.  Today many First Australians are still employed in the mining industry and travel away for work - called fly-in/fly-out. So the idea that Indigenous people don’t or won’t get mobile is a complete fallacy. 
Travel we will again, to move beyond government and government-funded community work, back to self-reliance and initiative. I want to see First Australians seeking out real, challenging, high-level jobs. The problem with employment is not about the availability of work per-se – it’s about getting bums into those jobs.  

Remember my call to STOP and to reframe our thinking, our language and our approach? Well, we need to turn the employment system on its head to shift people’s thinking away from government-funded, community-delivered work and start to promote entrepreneurial endeavour. This is critical if we’re going to encourage and support work that is private sector and profit making for Indigenous communities.  

In this area at least I can report some fantastic success. I want to tell you about a very exciting initiative called the Australian Employment Covenant. I’m somewhat biased because I’ve been involved in this initiative from the start, but I’m always one to give credit where credit’s due. 

The key to its success is that for the first time the big-end of town, the corporates, have come together to take a leadership role in finding jobs for Indigenous people.  This is not just government or community sponsored work, but an initiative driven by the private sector - another subtle, but important shift for First Australian development.

The AEC is turning employment policy on its head and has already been very successful.  The philosophy of the AEC is ‘learn or earn’ and involves securing 50,000 workplace mentors to provide support to new workers, and ultimately the placement of 50,000 Indigenous people into the mainstream workforce.

There’s tremendous goodwill about the AEC.  Every boardroom I’ve walked into in the past 18 months, I’ve received nothing but positive interest.  They all want First Australians working for them.

I have great hope that this type of initiative will close the gap on First Australian employment and end the selectiveness that people associate with us.  By that I mean there should be no special rules for First Australians in the workplace. This is another area where political correctness has gone too far. For want of better words, there’s too much touchy-feely about Indigenous culture and tradition.  
Let’s go back to walkabout.  Its origin is that people went away to attend and celebrate cultural and religious practises. Unfortunately today, the need for walkabout is sometimes used as an excuse for skipping work and avoiding responsibility.

It’s even enshrined and encouraged in policy. There are programs out there under the guise of First Australian culture and good will that give First Australian employees time off work at the drop of a hat. This is one of those unnecessary, warm-fuzzy gestures.  It goes too far.  Let me give you an example.  I know a civil engineering company that has a First Australian owner. Any employee who wishes to attend ceremonies needs to take recreational leave.

The highest rate of First Australian employment was prior to the 1970s, back when I was a strapping young lad.  Our people worked hard, six days a week, and still managed to practice their culture and attend traditional and religious ceremonies.

I inherited a strong work ethic from my father’s father and I take this issue very seriously.  I’ve even fired a worker who disappeared from the office for a few days because they felt it was their duty to attend a rally to support their people.  I’m sorry but their loyalty is to their family, their children, who they must feed, clothe and shelter, as well as their employer who is paying them to do a job that enables them to support their family.
It may be easier for me to throw out all these challenges because I’m Warren Mundine, but I feel I have an obligation.  As someone who’s educated and has valued the notion of working for a wage all his life, I feel compelled to inject some reality and new thinking into the conversation about First Australian disadvantage.


Minister Macklin is heading in right direction. Macklin is a reformist Minister and we have a reformist Federal Government that looks at outcomes and sets clear targets and timelines. The Closing the Gap campaign is not rocket science - it’s necessary.  

But if we are to end First Australian poverty; if we are to reach the education standards we so dearly need; if our living standards are to improve in health, housing, income, and so many other areas; ultimately we need to build the future of First Australians in the same space and on the same economic foundations as the rest of Australia. 

Another example is the Intervention policy in the Territory. This is an important program to start to normalise the behaviours that First Australian communities need to move forward. But again, the language needs to change. The policy mindset needs to change so that we can reframe all this good effort in terms of community development and reform.  

What really ticks me off is the number of recalcitrants out there who want to keep the status quo. I ask who is happy with the status quo? We need to push past them for the good of our communities, the survival of our people, our culture and our economic future.

A major part of our progress and reform is setting up strong governance infrastructure that creates an ethical, safe and economically sustainable environment.  We need a governance regime that reinforces our customs and traditions, while normalising behaviour that cherishes our people in an environment free of harm. Abusers of women and children - and yes, abusers of man too, need to be removed from positions of power.  Crime and corruption, even incompetence, are damaging traits that we must discourage. Good governance, both in law L. A. W. and lore L. O. R. E. is vital to our advancement.
I just want to say one more thing to you.  Just as I challenge Indigenous people to take positive action to improve the circumstances of themselves and their children – just as I challenge policy makers to rethink and reframe ‘First Australian disadvantage’ as ‘First Australian development’, I would also like to challenge you – the people at the pointy end of delivering education and employment support – to also make the shift in thinking and behaviour from that of welfare to progress and enterprise. If we all reframe our thinking, our language and our behaviour – First Australians and other Australians – then we will be having a real conversation about our future.

I really love questions, so fire away.

ENDS
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