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Whether republican or monarchist, most of us took some delight in seeing the Aboriginal kids of Redfern interacting so happily with Prince William a week before Australia Day.  The atmosphere was more relaxed and less politically charged than when his grandmother accompanied the Aboriginal artist Michael Nelson Tjakamarra to inspect his grand Tjukurpa mosaic of the Law and the Dreaming in the forecourt at the opening of Parliament House in Canberra back in 1988, the bicentenary year.  Tjakamarra’s earth painting of the meeting place was rendered in stone by the masons Franco Colussi, William McIntosh and Aldo Rossi, reflecting the mosaic of contemporary Australia.  While non-Aboriginal dignataries waited inside the new building the Queen stepped into a forecourt packed with Aboriginal protesters and their supporters demanding land rights and self-determination.  Their grievance was legitimate, though some politicians bemoaned Aborigines raining on their parade.  The High Court’s corrective Mabo judgment and the Commonwealth Parliament’s Native Title Act were still years off.  Now it is routinely appropriate that British royalty should first meet with indigenous Australians on arrival to these shores.  Indigenous Australians now have a place at the table of national celebration and identity.  They are not left outside.  We still feel the lack both of adequate indigenous membership in our Parliaments, and of a credible national indigenous organization with which government can work when indigenous leaders and government ministers are trying to deal with the intractable problems of closing the gaps.

Though Australia is a multicultural society spared the plight of ongoing racial and religious conflicts, the world still wonders about the limits of our racial tolerance.  For a time Pauline Hanson enjoyed popularity and prime ministerial licence.  The Cronulla riots shocked us all.  Now our image has been tarnished by wanton violence committed on Indian students and workers here in Australia.  We hope racism is not part the issue.  We do not know, but it is not unAustralian of us to admit our suspicions.  One consolation and matter of national pride is that Peter Varghese, our High Commissioner to India, is himself ethnically Indian.  He can speak with some experience as well as authority about racial tolerance and its limits in Australia. 

Last year, I had the opportunity to take a bird’s eye view of the nation, chairing the diverse committee charged with reporting back to government the community’s thinking about human rights protection in Australia.  It is fashionable to claim discussion about an Australian human rights Act is just the concern of elites, the fetish of lawyers and citizens with an axe to grind. 35,000 people made submissions to us.  More than 6,000 came through the door and sat down for a two-hour discussion with us, as we conducted over 60 community roundtable discussions the length and breadth of the country. Of the 35,000 people who sent submissions of any sort, 33,356 expressed a view for or against a human rights act.  87% of those who expressed a view were in support.  The overwhelming majority of those 6,000 persons who attended a community roundtable supported such an Act.  The independent research resulting from a random telephone survey of 1200 persons turned up 57% in support, 14% unopposed, and 30% undecided. 
In all those months of discussion, and with every conceivable controversial issue being raised from varying perspectives, only one person got up and abused the audience.  This speaks well of the Australian democratic spirit and our tolerance for differing viewpoints.  At times, that tolerance verges on apathy and irresponsibility.  But usually it demonstrates a fine national ethos for tolerating difference and respecting the other whose worldview and life experience is so different.

Another heartening aspect of our inquiry was that we were able to tap the concerns of the average Australian, conceding that the 40,000 who chose to participate in our processes were not necessarily a representative sample of the community.  Detailed focus groups and the telephone survey revealed that 64% of us think that human rights in Australia are adequately protected.  This is a great country to live in, and we know it.  But there are some groups for whom we have a strong concern.  More than 70% of us think that people with a mental illness, the elderly, and persons with disabilities need greater protection of their human rights than they are presently receiving.  A majority of us also think that people living in remote areas (especially indigenous Australians) and children wherever they live need greater protection.  We are split on the rights of asylum seekers.  While 42% think we have got the balance right, 30% of us think that asylum seekers need less protection of their rights, 28% thinking they need more protection.  A third of us would favour greater protection of the human rights of indigenous Australians living in urban areas.  But 55% think we do enough in that regard and 13% think urban Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders need less protection of human rights.

While Prince William was at Redfern, I was roaming the Grampians with the benefit of a cool spell and empty camping grounds after the previous week’s “catastrophic” weather forecasts.  Andrew Hayes, a priest and musician from Coleraine was there.  For him, as for many rural Victorians, the memories of Black Saturday are still raw, approaching the first Australia Day since the truly catastrophic fires.  As often happens when Ozzies start to rally in the wake of disaster, Bruce Woodley’s lyrics “I am. You are. We are Australian”, lose their jingoistic nationalism and evince a no nonsense solidarity.  Hayes sang his own version of the song to a group of country guys who still carry Black Friday, Ash Wednesday and now Black Saturday with them:

From Kinglake to Mudgegonga, from Kilmore to Marysville

From Whittlesea to Wilsons Promontory and over our back hill

The fires come.  The fires go.  They burn.  They raze.  They kill.

We’re in trouble, Brian told me.  Brian told me so.

Where is Katie?  Where is Karen? Have you seen Mrs Gibbs?

I am Jenny. I lost my house.  I’m Kevin. I lost my kids.

I’m alive.  My mother’s dead. It’s a war zone. It’s a zoo.

Unbelievable! God almighty! I don’t know what we’ll do.

I’m a smiling Red Cross lady, in the back of the Churchill hall

I’m a CFA volunteer, just arrived on a truck from Stawell

I’m a Salvo.  I’m the SES. Vinnies. The ABC.

Are you in trouble? I’ll help you mate.  I am Australian.

Black Friday. Ash Wednesday. Lara. Linton too.

We live in a sunburnt country. In the bush.  It’s what we do.

Hand in hand and heart to heart.  We’ll see each other through.

Thank Jesus Christ and Elvis.  We are Australian

Almost a year on, these country guys choke on the memories as we rousingly join the chorus each time:

We are one, but we are many and from all the lands on earth we come

We share a dream, and sing with one voice

I am. You are. We are Australian.

However by the third chorus following the line “Are you in trouble? I’ll help you mate.  I am Australian”, I have pangs about the ambit of our magnanimous spirit. Our treatment of asylum seekers is still festering, and looks set to rupture again.  Back in 2002, Bill Heffernan, a member of the Howard government, explained his government’s post-Tampa strategy starkly and simply. Having been a local councillor and being a lifetime farmer, he described the moral dilemma that confronts you during a major bushfire. You have to build a firebreak. You have to choose someone’s property as the firebreak. In destroying their property, you will save the neighbourhood. “It’s not pretty. These are hard moral decisions. But you have to do it.” The government’s boast a year later was that the firebreak worked. The boats had stopped coming. The borders were secure and Australia could choose those refugees to whom it wished to offer places under its generous offshore refugee selection program.  Our politicians finally responded to community pressure to alleviate the harsher aspects of the policy.  A handful of government Members displayed fine conscience and great resolve.  The ascendant Labor Party made a commitment to make the treatment of asylum seekers more humane.  Things are looking more humane onshore.  But the situation offshore is more doubtful.  Being an island nation continent, we do not share any land borders. We are not used to a steady stream of unauthorised arrivals.  Our political leaders touch deep into our national psyche when they outdo each other with their anti-asylum rhetoric.  First we had Kevin Rudd telling us that people smugglers, those who offer risky transport on the high seas for a fee, are the “vilest form of humanity”, “the scum of the earth” and that they should all “rot in hell”.  While ever there are asylum seekers with initiative, dreams for their children, and a dollar left in their pockets, there will be people smugglers. Now, the new Opposition Leader Tony Abbott talks about the need to turn boats back. He says, “An Australian Government that doesn't have the option of turning boats back in the right circumstances is a government that is not doing enough.  It's got to be part of your policy arsenal.”

None of this full blown political rhetoric helps to answer the question whether we are doing enough to take responsibility for the situation in Indonesia where many asylum seekers are awaiting refugee determination under processes much inferior to those used in Australia.  Persons directly fleeing persecution deserve our protection and assistance.  Admittedly, we do not have the same obligation to asylum seekers who have already reached a country where they can be afforded protection and the processing of their claim.  Who is to say that the protection and processing in Indonesia is adequate for Tamils, Iraqis or Hazaras from Afghanistan?  We pragmatic Australians may be on the cusp of yet again making simplistic assessments of these people, presuming that they are anyone’s responsibility but ours.  We should be able to work through the complexity of these issues without simplistically demonising asylum seekers or people smugglers.

We Australians are very ready to leave hard issues to our politicians unless we are directly hurt by their decisions.  We marched in our hundreds of thousands against the Iraq War.  But once it started, we were far more accepting than were the British and the Americans of the rationales offered by our political leaders despite there being no weapons of mass destruction and no increased threat from Iraq to the United States and her allies.  For us, it is now ancient history.  We have just moved on.  There is no point in raking over old coals. Meanwhile next week in London Tony Blair will face more than five hours of questioning by a committee of Privy Counsellors chaired by Sir John Chilcot who has been charged by government with “considering the UK's involvement in Iraq, including the way decisions were made and actions taken, to establish, as accurately as possible, what happened and to identify the lessons that can be learned.”  The UK Government has told the public, “Those lessons will help ensure that, if we face similar situations in future, the government of the day is best equipped to respond to those situations in the most effective manner in the best interests of the country.” Is it just that we consider ourselves a small time player in such an alliance, contenting ourselves that the real strategic and moral thinking is done in Washington and Whitehall?  Or do we too have things to learn before government commits our young men and women to war once again?
For a while we were out there leading the world on climate change with Kevin Rudd telling us, “Climate change is the great moral challenge of our generation”.  But once Copenhagen collapsed he felt the need to assure us that “Australia will do no more and no less than the rest of the world.  The lowest common denominator is not usually the solution to the great moral challenges.  That’s why they are great moral challenges.  Given that our productivity and prosperity has been built, in part, on the quarrying and exporting of our not so clean energy resources, we need to do more.  I dare to suggest that most Australians want to do more.  There are not many of us who are experts on the science, or on the economics or on the international relations required to forge an appropriate global response to the risks of global warming.  But enjoying the natural bounty and prosperity we do, we hope that Australia will give leadership and not just be a follower, a lifter and not a leaner as Menzies would have said.

Ours is not a quest for identity or for our place in the world.  We know who we are; we have our secure place in the sun – and it’s a great place to live.  We are abundantly blessed with natural resources.  We have a resilient political culture.  We are cultural believers in the level playing field.  We are a free and confident nation, tugging the forelock to none. Carrying an enormous mistrust of persons in authority, and nurturing a cynicism which can creep up on us and undermine us if we are not careful, we are proudly and humbly Australian.  Our principled pragmatism and tolerance will sustain us provided they do not morph into selective moralising and isolated apathy.  Debates about climate change, the republic, bills of rights, refugees, race, and identity will come and go, especially during an election year.  The challenge is to expand our circle of influence and concern in the world, justifying our share in that part of the world’s bounty and prosperity found on these shores.
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