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On the 24 November Australia goes to election. Reading the mainstream press one could 
think it’s an abstract game controlled by the worm and that its all about the managing of 
the economy and has nothing to do with actual people. The Election Bugle contains stories 
about the political issues in a way that is written outside of economic costs or bottom line: 
true honest stories of what is ignored in the mainstream market orientated press.  A
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Adrian Glamorgan
October 17th, 2007 

Three actions show us 
what John Howard and 
the Coalition really think 

of climate change, water and the 
environment generally.

The first is the supposed ‘king-hit’ 
start to the campaign, the Liberal 
signature of $34 billion worth of 
tax cuts. In its current form, the 
cuts could easily fuel inflation and 
non-investing consumerism. Another 
option, if the Coalition really did 
recognise the quantum shift we 
need to go through thanks to climate 
change, would have been to spend 
the $34 billion on environmental 
infrastructure creating an economic 
and environmental force for the  
new century.  

Imagine $34 billion worth of 
incentives for photovoltaic cells 
(with which we could sell back 
electricity to the market, making us 
good eco-entrepreneurs), rainwater 
tanks (saving dams from being built 
and water shipped hundreds of 
kilometres), retrofitting insulation 
and sunshades (saving coal and 
nuclear power stations being 
constructed), greywater systems 
and public transport community 
behaviour programs (avoiding 
freeways and gridlock), and the rich 
bag of good deeds that could be 
done to act on our national needs 
around water, energy and global 
climate - which would also benefit 
our hip-pocket.$34 billion, and you 

could do a lot to restructure houses, 
streets, towns, cities and waterways 
an opportunity lost in the burst open 
bank vault spilling out to tempt us. (I 
guess it worked in 77.) 

The second effort by the Coalition, 
announced earlier this year to 
demonstrate their newfound 
concern about climate change, is 
replacing incandescent lights with 
compact fluorescents over the next 
three years. But there’s a problem. 
Every compact fluorescent we buy 
in good faith has enough mercury on 
its own to damage, if left in ordinary 
landfills, 30,000 litres of groundwater 
per globe. Unless the fluorescent is 
properly recycled – if you live in a 
place that provides for it, and you 
know how serious the problem 
– we can expect some extensive 
contamination of our groundwater 
from waste leaching.

It shows how little we all know 
about technological solutions and 
the environment. Unless we get into 
sustainable development, instead of 
growth, we’re likely to make more 
of these crucial mistakes, because 
we are thinking of simple solutions 
(line management) instead of system 
solutions (multiple consequences), 

The third tell-tale about the 
Coalition is the influential Australian 

Warrick Jordan,
Huon Valley Environment Centre 
Huonville 
Southern Tasmania

Gunns’ Limited’s Bell Bay Pulp 
Mill, the forest-consuming 
behemoth that has 

polarised and radicalised Tasmania’s 
community like no other issue in 
recent times, has firmly entered 
the federal political realm. Bass and 
Braddon, the two seats in Tasmania’s 
north that, as ALP folklore has it, 
were lost as a result of Mark Latham’s 
genuine attempt to solve the 
Tasmanian forests debate, have been 
heavily impacted by the pulp mill 
debate.The political repercussion’s 
have been felt around Australia, 
with Geoffrey Cousins intervention 

ensuring the mill issue is taken to 
the Sydney seats of Environment 
Minister Malcolm Turnbull and the 
ever shakier looking Peter Garrett. 
And the ancient forests of Tasmania’s 
North East and South are being 
assaulted as systematically as ever 
before to feed the mill or to export 
to Japan as yet more millions of 
tonnes of woodchips. 

Gunns’ began the long march to the 
mill three years ago, almost 
immediately after embarking on the 
ongoing attempt to stifle dissent, 
which became known as the Gunns 
20case. The initial proposals included 
a totally chlorine free (TCF) 
,plantation fed mill, sited in 
Hampshire, in the middle of Gunns’ 
plantation This proposal, which was 

generally acceptable to the majority 
of Tasmanian’s, was dumped in favor 
of a partially native forest fed, 
elementally chlorine free (ECF)  
mill in the heavily populated  
Tamar Valley, around 40 kilometres 
from Tasmania’s second city  
of Launceston.

The decision of the Resource 
Planning and Development 
Commission(RPDC), the official 
assessment body for thepulp mill, was 
delayed several times. This resulted 
from Gunns’ provision of insufficient 
information in it’s integrated impact 
assessment, and the resignation of 
the both the RPDC chairman and 
it’sChief Scientist as a result of Gunns’ 
and state Government interference 
in the assessment process . Gunns’ 
ultimately withdrew from the 
RPDC, and a substandard and 
environmentally dubious assessment 
process was created by the State 
Government, and supported by both 
Labor and Liberal.

The pulp mill grenade was then 
thrown to Malcolm Turnbull, who 
has consistently refused to assess the 
impacts of the mill on both the 

forests it will consume and the 
climate it will have impact. After 
assessing the impact of the millon 
nationally listed threatened species 
on the mill site (a few hectares 
compared to the tens of thousands 
of hectares of threatened species 
habitat that will be impacted by 
logging) and defining a safe limit to 
pollute Bass Strait with some of the 
world’s most deadly pollutants, 
Turnbull approved the mill. Peter 
Garrett, true to form, has once again 
sold out Tasmania’s forests by 
parroting the government’s line.

The pulp mill will almost double the 
amount of timber taken from 
Tasmania’s forests. Even if Forestry 
Tasmania’s claim that ‘no old growth’ 
will be used in the mill, export 
substitution of regrowth woodchips 
will ensure that 500,000tonnes of 
old growth forest will be exported 
each year. Iconic forests in the North 
East of Tasmania, such as the Blue 
Tier, Ben Lomond, and North East 
Highlands will be decimated by 
continued clear felling. In the South 
of the state, World Heritage-
bordering forests such as those in 

Holly Creenaune
Friends of the Earth Sydney 

During the last Federal 
Election, then Science 
Minister Brendan Nelson 

gave an “absolute categorical 
assurance” the Northern Territory 
would not be targeted for a 
radioactive dump. The promise 
was abandoned just months later, 
with the announcement three 
Department of Defence sites in the 
NT: Mt Everard, Harts Range and 
Fisher’s Ridge, would be assessed 
for suitability. The Commonwealth 
Radioactive Waste Management Act 
2005 was quickly passed, overriding 
minimal legal protections for the 
community and environment, 
extinguishing claims to native 
title, bypassing the Aboriginal 
Land Rights (Northern Territory) 
Act 1976, shelving rights to 
procedural fairness and suspending 
the Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 
until after the selection of the dump 
site. Muckaty Station near Tennant 
Creek has now been added to the 
list of sites, against the wishes of 
traditional owners. 

This election, John Howard has 
been weaving monumental spin 
about “clean and green” nuclear 
power to push his dangerous 
agenda. Howard’s spin is far from 

the truth. Nuclear power emits 
three times more greenhouse gases 
than wind power according to the 
2006 government-commissioned 
Switkowski report. It is the most 
water-intensive of all the energy 
sources, with reactors typically 
consuming 35-65 million litres of 
water per day. 

John Howard envisages the 
construction of 25 power reactors 
dotted along the Australian coastline, 
potentially in communities such as 
Townsville, Sunshine Coast, Port 
Stephens, South Gippsland, Western 
Port, Port Phillip, and Portland, 
producing up to 45,000 tonnes of 
high-level nuclear waste. 

The miraculous reinvention of 
nuclear energy as “clean energy” 
cannot hide the ongoing thorn in 
the nuclear industry’s backside: the 
problem of nuclear waste. After fifty 
years in the global nuclear industry, 
there is still no safe way of disposing 
of nuclear waste, which is toxic and 
deadly for 250,000 years. Because 
of the safety and environmental 
risks, the danger of accidents in the 
transportation of waste, and security 
fears, there is not a single long-term 
repository for high-level nuclear 
waste anywhere in the world. 

The proposal could see radioactive 
waste transported from Lucas 
Heights (Sydney) through NSW for 

the next 40 years, exposing 
communities along the transport 
route to risk of spill and 
contamination. Australia’s entry  
to the Global Nuclear Energy 
Partnership, and status as a major 
nuclear fuel supplier, will lead to 
significant pressure to store 
international waste in the proposed 
Northern Territory nuclear waste 
dump. Despite the Prime Minister’s 
claim, the Federal Council of the 
Liberal Party passed a motion in  
June 2007 explicitly supporting  
an international waste dump in 
Australia. Since Brendan Nelson’s 
election promise was breached,  
an active alliance has developed 
between communities near the  
sites and along waste transport 
routes, with supporters nationwide 
who recognise and oppose the 
undemocratic and unscientific 
process being used to foist the  
dump on remote and indigenous  
NT communities. 

Despite the Australian Labor  
Party’s stunning backflip on  
uranium mining and State Labor 
governments’ planned expansions, 
Labor opposes the NT dump 
proposal, also opposing uranium 
enrichment and nuclear power  
for Australia. The Greens and 
Democrats are campaigning for  
a nuclear-free Australia. 

Three ways to 

King 
hit the country

Conservation Foundation (ACF) has 
just announced that it is running an 
election scorecard.

The scorecard is online and there 
will be room over the election 
period to adjust the scorecard for 
policy announcements, giving the 
non-government organisation more 
influence on the debate that in the 
past, and the voter a clearer picture. 

Week 1, and the percentage scores 
indicate environmental credentials 
in the following order: Greens (93%), 
Democrats (90%), Labor (49%), Family 
First,(31%), and running last with a 
dose what must be the equivalent of 
environmental equine virus is Liberal 
and National (21%). They have a lot 
of ground to catch up. 

Which brings us back to $34 billion. 
You could free a lot of  
pork-barrelling for public transport, 
battery chickens, labelling, Burrup 
Peninsula, windfarming, solar power 
development, rural amelioration, 
forests and pulp mills, overseas 
development for the environment 
and climate change. Now all gone, 
in fortnightly payslips – mostly to 
the well off - and no plan to stop 
runaway inflation. 

Now I get why the media’s been 
calling it a king hit.

Reality rains on Howard’s 

nuclear parade “Top to bottom we 
got bush tucker right 
through the country. 
Whoever is taking 
this waste dump into 
our country needs 
to come back and 
talk to the Traditional 
Owners. We’re not 
happy to have all of 
this stuff. We don’t 
want it, it’s not our 
spirit. Our spirit is 
our country, our 
country where our 
ancestors been born. 
Before towns, before 
hospitals, before 
cities. We want our 
country to be safe.”
Dianne Stokes, Warrumungu 
and Warlmanpa Woman, 
Muckaty Traditional Owner, 
Kalumpurlpa community:

A clean, greenhouse-friendly 
energy future – based primarily 
on renewable energy and energy 
efficiency and conservation 
measures – is viable and affordable. 
Renewable energy already supplies 
19% of the world’s electricity, 
compared to nuclear’s 16%. We 
can shift the $9 billion of federal 
subsidies for the fossil fuel industry 
to clean energy solutions. 

Don’t radioactive waste your vote 
this election. Vote for a nuclear-free 
future: www.votenuclearfree.net 
Community opposition stopped 
a radioactive waste dump in 
South Australia. Starting with this 
election, people nationwide must 
stand up, speak out and help stop 
the Government poisoning the 
heartland. Join or start a local group, 
get out on the streets, and stand 
alongside Traditional Owners for 
clean country, strong culture and a 
renewable future. 

BREAK-OUT BOXES?

Where would the reactors be located? 
Do you live near one of the 19 areas 
most likely to be targeted for nuclear 
power reactors? See <www.tai.org.
au/documents/downloads/WP96.pdf>. 

the Weld, Styx, Picton, and Upper 
Florentine are facing an 
unprecedented onslaught, with funds 
from John Howard’s2004 forest 
election package being used to open 
up large wilderness areas. This 
destruction is being supported by 
both Labor and Liberal, despite 
Howard’s broken 2004 promises to 
protect some of these areas, and the 
ALP March Convention motion to 
consider further reservation of old 
growth forest.

The mill issue is having direct 
electoral impacts in at least 
five seats – the Tasmanian seats 
of Bass, Braddon, and Lyons, 
where the Liberal candidate, Ben 
Quin, has resigned to run as an 
independent, and the Sydney seats 
of Garrett(Kingsford Smith) and 
Turnbull (Wentworth) as a result 
of strong community campaigning. 
The Greens Senate vote in Tasmania 
has lifted from 8% to 20% partially 
on the back of anti-mill sentiment, 
putting the Greens second candidate 
Andrew Wilkie into contention. It 
remains to be seen what twists and 
turns remain in the pulp mill debate, 
but it sure to be in the minds of may 
voters come November 24.

For further information regarding the pulp mill  
and Tasmania’s ancient forests, see:

www.huon.org 
www.tapvision.info 
www.wilderness.org.au

Pulp 
Fiction

Claire McCall and Beth

Saturday November 3rd, Push 
and jump everyone, yelled our 
pirate captain. The seven crew 

members of the pirate raft all push 
the stupendous raft, made from 
plywood and tyre tubes, into the 
water of the Newcastle Coal Port 
shipping channel, and jump aboard. 
Around us, around 200 people are 
dragging their kayaks to the waters 
edge and joining the ever growing 
contingency of kayaks, surf-skis, 
dinghies and rubber tyres that are 
floating in the middle of the channel. 
We are part of around 500 people 
gathered at the Newcastle Coal port 
for this years ‘People Blockade’ of 
the export of black coal, from the 
biggest coal export terminal in the 
world. Despite petitions, mass rallies 
and lobbying of state and federal 
governments, the port has recently 
been approved for a massive 
expansion, doubling Newcastles 
exports. New coal mines are being 
pushed through to the dissent of 
communities in the area, with a 
faulty economic rationale and the 
promise of ‘clean coal’ to offset the 
huge carbon emissions of this dirty 

Peoples Blockade 
of the worlds Biggestcoal port

fossil fuel. Coal-fired power is the 
biggest single source of Australia’s 
greenhouse pollution. To show 
that coal is not part of our clean 
energy future and to demonstrate 
our disgust at the greenwash we are 
continually fed by pollies we took 
action. Nine coal ships originally 
scheduled, six end up getting 
through in 24 hours. Between 6am 
and 6pm, just 3 coal ships exit the 
terminal, all under police export. 
Hundreds of people ñ families, young 
and old, empowered to demand 
and create real solutions. Thousands 
more see the urgency of the issue. 
We demand a just transition to 
renewable energies and energy 
efficiency technologies, and we 
will achieve it through community 
action. The day is remembered 
as a success. Both the Australian 
Government and opposition, 
addicted to the perceived economic 
benefits of dirty fossil fuel, are 
touting ‘clean coal’ as a solution 
to climate change, in an attempt 
to legitimise a continuation of our 
dependence on non-renewable 
resources. ‘Clean coal’, also known as 
Carbon Capture and Storage (CCS) 

ENVIRONMENT

or geosequestration, is a process 
whereby the carbon dioxide emitted 
by power stations is captured 
and compressed, transported 
underground in pipelines and stored 
in underground aquifers or oil gas 
fields. CCS technology has many 
problems, with both capture and 
storage. For example, while it is 
possible to capture 80-90% of the 
carbon dioxide from a coal-fired 
power station, it requires more 
coal to be burnt, meaning higher 
emissions of other pollutants, and 
more coal to be mined in order to 
supply the same quantity of energy. 
CCS studies have shown it would 
leak around 0.1 ñ 1% per year. 
After many years, the accumulated 
leakage represents a high actual 
emissions. The volume of greenhouse 
pollution that would need to 
be buried is significant - global 
emissions from fuel combustion is 
27 billion tonnes per annum. CCS 
is still highly polluting and requires 
huge financial investment in the 
coal industry. And CCS technology 
is unproven. The technology exists 
to deal with climate change now. We 
need emissions reductions now, not 

in 15, or 20 years. We don’t need to 
rely on coal for energy, not for jobs, 
not for economic growth, and not 
for the environment. As we showed 
on Saturday, it is communities 
who have the power to create real 
change, and we can stop dangerous 
climate change through system 
change. Renewable energies, energy 
efficiencies, a just transition to a 
sustainable future. 

For more info see  
www.risingtide.org.au/cleancoal  www.
voteclimate.org.au 

 



Residents in the Northern 
Territory’s aboriginal 
communities are finding the 

Government’s intervention stressful 
and worrying because they are not 
getting enough information on what 
they changes mean for them.

CEO of the North Australian 
Aboriginal Justice Agency (NAAJA), 
Priscilla Collins, says “People are very 
confused because there’s been no 
clear information about what the 
long term proposals are. There’s no 
long term plans or discussion with 
the communities so they know 
what’s really going on.”

“They’re absolutely stressed over it,” 
says Arrente woman Mitch, of her 
family in the Titjikala community. 
She says one of the main worries 
is the loss of control over their 
money, as half of their Centrelink 
payments will be quarantined in the 

community store, which has marked 
up prices and does not have much 
fresh food. 

Another fear, specific to Mitch’s 
family members in Hart’s Range and 
Mt Everade, is that of the federal 
nuclear waste dump. Both areas have 
been marked out as proposed sights 
for the federal waste dump and there 
are worries among the communities 
that with the Government’s new 
control over land will give them less 
power to oppose the dump.

But the worst thing, she said, is the 
lack of detailed information “Not 
one interpreter has been employed 
to go and talk to communities about 
what this legislation means and how 
it’s going to affect people. They’re 
going out there but they’re talking 
white fella way, assuming that black 
fellas understand and our mob is just 
standing there saying ‘yes yes yes’ 

I’m Mitch, I’m an Aboriginal 
woman who comes from  
Central Australia

How has the recent intervention 
impacted on life for Aboriginal 
people in Alice Springs?

We’ve got new alcohol restriction 
laws in the Territory, which include 
$1000 fines for drinking. People are 
being moved on under these laws, 
people are being harassed in the 
streets having their bags checked, 
Police accusing them of drinking 
whether they are or they aren’t, 
having their names written down. 
People generally just being harassed 
because you’re Aboriginal and 
because you’re out on the street.

So the town is not home anymore 
for us Aboriginal people and family 
aren’t up town to say hello to,  
they aren’t up there to have a feed 
with or have a chat about what is 
happening out on the communities. 
It’s really hard. The place is full of 
tourists, white faces. It’s really hard 
to spot an Indigenous face and  
that’s demoralising.

It’s really impacting on our people 
emotionally. People don’t have the 
information to make decisions about 
their future. Policy is being made up 
as they going along.

Next week we’ve got meetings 
and information sessions we’ve 
organised, bush mob coming in, 
being supported by Tangentyere 
council and the land councils 
because the government will not 
provide us with the information we 
need. People want to know what 
the impact will be on their lives. Its 
already having an impact, but the 
continuing threat of an extension 
to 99 year lease over their land is 
hurting their souls. Family are very 
worried and getting sick. We’ve had 

Centrelink has been out in the 
communities advising people what 
entitlements they can receive other 
than CDEP, so they’ll go onto 
Newstart programs and parenting 
programs and things like that which 
basically takes away their job. I don’t 
know who’s going to be collecting 
the rubbish, I don’t think the 
government’s willing to pay 
Indigenous people equal wages  
with rights to health care and 
superannuation like the workers  
for the town councils in Alice 
Springs. I don’t know who’s going to 
be working in the clinics if its not 
the people working with the CDEP,  
I don’t know who’s going to be 
working assisting the one or  
two teachers in the schools in  
the communities.

We’ve got a lot of people 
coming into town now because 
there’s nothing for them in the 
communities, there’s no jobs, there’s 
no work. But there’s nothing for the 
town to offer them either. There’s 
nothing about where we are going 
to house these people.

Through this whole intervention 
we haven’t had a single house built 
for an Aboriginal person. It’s sad. 
They can build houses for the new 
managers, for white people to go  
out and boss around Indigenous 
people on their own land but we 
can’t build houses for Aboriginal 
people. And the whole point of it 
was to save our children.

family from Utopia report a death 
from high blood pressure, the stress 
is too much.

Has life changed in the town 
camps?

Its sad. On some of the town camps 
we had a drop in violence in the 
first few weeks, but just recently 
the violence has escalated because 
we have family coming into town 
withdrawing from cigarettes because 
they are not allowed to buy them on 
the communities, withdrawing from 
alcohol and not getting the proper 
services. Other family are just very 
angry and blatantly drinking on the 
communities because they know 
they’re going to get harassed anyway 
and are in a no win situation, with 
family just getting locked up left 
right and centre.

We’re due for a beer fest in the 
Territory, so we’ll see how many 
drunken white people walk around 
and don’t get locked up and that’s 
the sad blatant thing about this, it’s 
so racist. We had recently at Mutijulu 
where people knew the legislation 
meant alcohol could not be 
consumed on Aboriginal land, and 
the white population knew that as 
well. This had a big impact on tourist 
operators because they couldn’t  
take people to Ayers Rock to have  
a drink and watch the sunset. So the 
legislation got changed and now 
white people can drink on 
communities but Aboriginal  
people can’t.

Its so hypocritical. We’ve got to sort 
out Australia’s drinking problem. 
If you drink and you’re a white 
Australian you’re a larrikin according 
to John Howard.

How is the cutting of CDEP being 
rolled out? What will this mean?

Are welfare payments being 
quarantined? Can you explain the 
impact that this will have?

They’ve rolled it out on four 
communities and for us they’ll 
role in out in the next week or so. 
We’ve heard on the radio that 50% 
of our wages will be quarantined 
and if people want to receive those 
quarantined monies they’ll have to 
contact the nearest office in Alice 
Springs and tell them exactly how 
much they need, on what date, 
where they are going to spend it, and 
Centrelink will deem whether that’s 
an appropriate way of spending their 
money and say yes or no.

So Centrelink has control. For our 
people that means restrictions on 
being able to travel for ceremonies, 
for sorry business, for celebrations, 
births, for ceremonies on other 
countries that we have to participate 
in. If Centrelink say its not OK its 
not OK. So that’s the breakdown 
of our culture. The impact of this 
intervention is not only on land, it’s 
on culture as well, and our spirit.

We already had a program through 
the Tangentyere council in Alice 
Springs for people to put payments 
aside that could be spent in local 
shops we owned. It was running 
very successfully. Now Centrelink 
will hold the money and it can only 
be spent at Woolworths, so all the 
little shops miss out.

Have the new “business 
managers” come into any 

Gathaka

The primary source of 
problems in many indigenous 
communities is the loss of 

identity. It is something that has 
happened all over the world where 
people lose their cultures.

Drinking to oblivion and the abuse 
of children are symptoms of this 
fundamental culture loss. They have 
never been a cultural normal. Not 
every indigenous family falls prey to 
them just as not every white family 
is immune. The drinking and abuse 
obviously exacerbate the problems 
and dysfunction snowballs.

Elements of the Federal 
Government’s response to the 
‘little children are sacred’ report 
are seriously flawed. The lack of 
consultation and intention to 
remove the permit system, take over 
town leases and introduce ‘market 
based tenancy agreements’ will 
do nothing to rectify the situation 
but will, in many cases, further 
undermine indigenous identity and 
increase dysfunction.

The situation varies between 
communities and regions as well  
as between families and individuals. 
My experiences are limited to the 
communities of East Arnhem  
which will be affected by the 
government response.

What is it that determines the 
fate of someone faced with 
choices between constructive and 
destructive pathways? Why do some 
people simply have the occasional 
drink with mates to relax while 
others set off on an escapist binge 
to oblivion?

Strength of identity; knowing who 
you are, where you belong, that 
you are needed and loved, what 
your responsibilities are as an 
adult in society and living with 
hope are essential when living in 
a challenging world. This is true 
regardless of colour of cultural 
background. (¼ of mainstream 
Australians will use anti-depressants 
to cope with life at some stage.)

The rhetoric may have changed 
slightly but the government 
approach is still essentially grounded 
in the mindset of the assimilationists 
who orchestrated the stolen 
generation: wipe the identity slate 
clean and only those who become 
functional western consumers can 
successfully join our society…

The Howard Governments Agenda 
and Motives are questionable. 

The latest report into sexual 
abuse revealed nothing that the 
government did not already know. 
The Collins Report 11 years ago 

clearly outlined the situation and 
there have been numerous other 
examples of the government being 
informed. So why the urgency and 
‘emergency response’? What has 
changed? The government pole 
ratings and the proximity of the next 
federal election come to mind.

Is this is a cynical ploy to create the 
illusion of a Federal Government 
not afraid to ‘make hard decisions’, 
‘to get the job done’ in the lead 
up to the next election? The vast 
majority of voters have no first 
hand experience of indigenous 
communities and do not have an 
understanding of the diverse nature 
of these different communities. They 
will not have spent the intellectual 
energy required to understand the 
difference in the basis of identity 
in different indigenous cultures 
in this country. Without this 
understanding the significant damage 
the Howard Government’s approach 
is not apparent. But in terms of 
this motivating factor actually 
addressing the issues arising in the 
‘little children are sacred’ report is a 
secondary concern, even irrelevant, 
to the government ‘Spin Doctors’.

What is being done is without 
consultation comes from the 
paternalistic, assimilationist model 
that does not recognise that there 
are other ways for human societies 
to function harmoniously, with 
quality of life experiences, than the 
economic rationalist model of selfish 
consumers maximising their utility.

Some of the government strategies 
do not undermine identity and could 
in fact improve the situation in some 
communities. Many communities 
never wanted alcohol in the first 
place and they unsuccessfully 
challenged governments who were 
granting liquor licence. Although 
not a primary cause, once present, 
alcohol hinders or prevents any 
effective healing and rebuilding of 
functional lives from taking place.

Economic pressure in the form 
of linking school attendance to 
welfare payments may help in some 
situations, for dysfunctional white, 
black or brown families. There is 
absolutely no need to discriminate 
racially or geographically. (Unless 
those white families are in marginal 
electorates perhaps)

If we can go beyond the simplistic 
explanation that the causes of the 
problems are alcohol, housing and 
health, which although causative are 
not ‘primary causes’ in this ongoing 
situation. If we take the time to peel 
back the layers of causality what 
do we find? In many cases it will be 
issues of identity. 

The government recognises 
elements of this argument when 
it talks about introducing greater 
degrees of individual ownership. 
If individuals have to work for and 
compete for what they own they 
will value it and look after it. 

There are two very big concepts 
being used here; ‘individual’ and 
‘ownership’. These concepts 
are essential components in the 
values system that define the basic 
structure of a society. It is not only 
plausible but historically proven that 
communities can build an effective 
society with greater emphasis on 
‘group’ and ‘responsibility’ and 
‘belonging’ than the ‘individual’ 
and ‘ownership’. To ignore this and 
impose western values is to throw 
all that has been recently accepted 
regarding self determination, 
reconciliation and land rights 
out the window. The Howard 
government at best only ever gave 
these ideals occasional rhetorical lip 
service. Howard is a 1950’s styled 
assimilationist at heart and he will 
give power to those who conform to 
this model of society.

If we are going to talk about 
ownership lets start at the beginning 
and talk about ownership of identity, 
ownership of values and what is 
the difference between owning and 
belonging to something…

A hypothetical for perspective…

Can ‘white’ or ‘western’ Australia put 
itself in an imaginary situation to 
help it empathise and understand 
the current situation?

Just imagine the ‘red peril’ had 
materialised from McArthur’s 
nightmares and we had been over 
run by communists. Regardless of 
position and vocation all in society 
were to receive the same wage. 
Regardless of bank balance and 
assets all end up with the same 
material wealth. Religion was 
banned. You are trapped in this 
position because there is no other 
world left to escape to. Any attempt 
to break the ‘mould’ would be 
crushed. What would the effect be 
on your identity? Who would you 
be now, after nearly 50 years? Who 
would your children be? At school 
they indoctrinate with new societies 
values. Do you try to get your kids 
to grow up in harmony with the 
values of the new world order? Do 
you teach them the identities you 
believe in hoping that one day we 
will throw of the shackles of the 
tyrants… If you have adolescent kids 
now you are probably struggling 
with the relatively subtle changes 
that have taken place. Do you step 
back and let the new system turn 
them into foreigners? Would you 
make sure the kids went to school 
every day?

Now is an important time to 
remember we do not have all the 
answers. One in four Australians 
suffer depression at some stage of 
their lives and take anti-depressants 
to cope. How many old people are 
lonely in aged care in this country 
wishing they saw their families more 
often… not many old Yolngu with 
that problem (because they are 
looked after by family not because 
they don’t make it to old age).

So what are the solutions?

This is a complex issue and 
simplistic arguments do great 
damage and perpetuate ignorance.

One size will not fit all. Different 
language groups in Australia vary 
culturally in the same was as 
different language groups do in 

Europe. Solutions need to be built at 
the community level. Ultimately at 
the family and individual level.

Can we accept that the essence of 
most problems revolve around issues 
of identity. Strong identities do not 
succumb to the problems outlines in 
the ‘children are sacred’ report?

One great oversimplification and 
rhetorical argument from what I 
will generalise as the ‘assimilationist 
right’ is to respond to criticism with 
comments such as ‘should we then 
do nothing and let them go back to 
living as they were before’.

Oh dear, how tedious, but we have to 
deal with this rhetoric.

These cultures, like any other, are 
not and never where static museum 
cultures. Technologies were always 
introduced and integrated as they 
arose. For an example look at the 
significance of Maccasan (Sulawesi, 
Indonesian part of Island of Borneo) 
influences who traded for at least 
600 years with the Yolngu of east 
Arnhem Land.

‘they want houses and cars and 
mod cons so they have to accept 
our values’ is a very harmful 
generalisation and common mindset 
in the assimilationist right (some 
members of this group are there 
only by virtue of their ignorance). 
Did we (European Westerners) have 
to become Chinese to incorporate 
gun powder, umbrellas, wheel 
barrows and the numerous other 
Chinese innovations that our culture 
assimilated? We took what we 
wanted and integrated it on our own 
terms. The difference is we were not 
conquered due to overwhelming 
technological and population 
advantages. That is no justification, 
we can be better than that now. 
Indigenous cultures should have the 
right to control their identities as 
we do.

Or have we relinquished our 
own rights for the identities of 
our children to pop culture and 
media. Is that why the identities of 
Indigenous Australia can be pissed 
on like this? Is it possible that if we 
have the courage to really face this 
issue a seed of doubt about who 
we are could be planted? What are 
the values that define us? Do we 
like them? Does it have to be this 
way? Is economic growth the right 
yardstick for society or could we use 
something else? Love and belonging 
somewhere are such significant 
factors in our experience of being, 
in our happiness – where is the 
government policy on that!

The Howard government wants to 
set up a situation where individuals 
own things as westerners do. That is 
they have the same power relations 
that we do. A Yuppie’s new car is an 
important part of his identity. (Back 
to those lonely old people and anti-
depressant statistics.)

If anything is to address the 
problems of society dysfunction 
and identity loss it must be done in 
partnership. It must be sensitive and 
designed for the local context.

My experience is in east Arnhem 
Land. There are examples of 
problems and dysfunction here. 
There are also strong identities and 
functional social structures. There are 
stories of success. Any strategies and 
decisions must take place within and 
consistently with these structures 
to be successful. Anything not done 
in partnership and consistently 
with existing social structures will 
further undermine the problem and 
exacerbate the problem.

Government Assault on

Identity

because that’s what you say to white 
people when they come to your 
community. You just hope everything 
will be alright.”

Natalie Hunter, the director of Karu, 
the Northern Territory’s family 
support agency, agrees that there is 
a lack of understanding, but on the 
government’s side. “What they don’t 
understand is that English is often a 
second or third language for these 
people and many of them don’t 
speak English at all.”

Ms Hunter says Karu welcomes 
the extra spending on Aboriginal 
health and housing and hopes 
to regain funding which was cut 
from their Alternate Care program 
in 2006, but she says the lack of 
consultation before the intervention 
was announced and the lack of 
communication since is a real 

Lack of understanding causes 
fear in Indigenous communities

communities? How are they 
behaving? What has the 
response been?

I know they’ve got a manager in 
at Hart’s Range and people are not 
impressed with her. She didn’t learn 
anything about our culture, family, 
who belongs and who doesn’t.

I spoke with a woman who just 
came back from Yuendemu the 
other day and the Yuendemu mob 
have told their manager that he’s 
trespassing! They are refusing to 
talk with him or deal with him at 
the moment because of his plans. 
He came up with a brilliant plan a 
couple weeks ago that all children 
not attending school would pick up 
rubbish until they were sickly tired. 
Apparently John Howard agreed that 
was a good idea until the education 
department said children have rights 
under the UN.

Then there is Mount Theo, the 
drying out place for petrol sniffers. 
Yuendemu community have set 
this up with their own funds, on a 
little outstation. Now with this new 
manager they are under threat of 
being closed down and the petrol 
sniffers won’t have anywhere to go.

We’ve seen on TV - on Black Out 
and Living Black about other 
communities where women’s 
shelters are being shut down. 
Everything we’ve fought for to 
protect our women over the years is 
being closed.

The bi-lingual schools we have had 
that run very successfully have 
recently been shut down, by Howard 
withdrawing funding. Whenever we 
come up with any solution, it  
is de-funded.

Is there anything else you would 
like to say?

Yes - Mr Howard announced tonight 
that he would put indigenous people 
into the constitution if re-elected. 
It’s not going to win my vote. I 
don’t want the rest of Australia to be 
sucked in by this. His words tonight 
were absolutely disgraceful and had 
nothing to do with any of his words 
or actions in the last ten years. I 
don’t know where he’s come up 
with this.

It’s a good election ploy - it’ll 
probably get 3 or 4 black votes, but 
we know who they are – the ones 
just hanging around Canberra! I 
encourage everyone in Australia 
to vote Greens, Democrats or 
Independents because we have to 
think of the future of this country 
and not sell it out.

The Manager is

Trespassing 

Mitch on the NT intervention
Interview by Paddy Gibson 

11 October 2007

problem for aboriginal people, who 
can feel “powerless”.

Ms Collins agreed saying “Aboriginal 
people really have got no say and 
really no power to do anything.” 
She also said that language 
barriers are a huge problem. “The 
measure’s they’re putting in are 
quite complicated and to try to 
explain that to someone who can’t 
understand English or for whom 
English is a third or even fourth 
language is impossible without 
translators.”

She said, in her view, that this 
problem may have been avoided 
if the Government had consulted 
with community leaders before the 
intervention. “I think it shows the 
leap-before-you-look nature of the 
Government’s dealings with the 
aboriginal community.”

NT INTERVENTION



Jem Wilson

Terefe Aborete understands 
the sacrifices immigration 
involves. He was unable to 

return to his homeland in Ethiopia 
after war broke out there while 
he was studying engineering in 
Belgium. When Mr Aborete finally 
received asylum in Australia three 
years later, he found that his 
two university degrees were not 
recognised here. After applying for 
over 70 jobs he decided to seek 
work outside his field.

“I gave up everything, my profession, 
my country. I had to start again from 
nothing,” he says from his office in 
Footscray, where he now works as 
the Manager of a Refugee Settlement 
Program with Centacare, a Catholic 
Welfare Agency.

“I love my job because I know the 
difference I can make, I know the 
pain... Everyone who immigrates has 
that pain, but if the environment in 
the new country is right the pain 
can be managed.” 

But recently there have suggestions, 
from as high up as the Immigration 
Minister himself, that the pain 
of refugees cannot be managed, 
and that refugees from war-torn 
Sudan are not integrating into 
Australian society. In a statement 
that has sparked outcry among 
refugee advocacy groups and the 
Sudanese community, Immigration 
Minister Kevin Andrews said that his 
department had received “reports on 
a regular basis” regarding “race-based 
gangs” and “altercations between 
various groups from Africa”. He then 
announced that no more refugees 
from Africa will be accepted in 
Australia until July next year.

But Mr Aborete says that instead 
of singling out the Sudanese, Mr 
Andrews should be giving them 
the resources they need to help 
them adjust to Australian society. His 
organisation helps newly arrived 
refugees with basic skills, like 
learning how to buy a Met ticket or 
access health care services. 

“For example, when they send 
their children to school they don’t 
know what to put in their child’s 
lunch box. It might sound like a 
simple thing, but the mothers don’t 
know what to buy. So then the 
teachers think Africans don’t feed 
their children properly. But what 
is considered proper food by the 
teacher and the parent may be very 
different things”.

Mr Aborete says that if the Sudanese 
are struggling to integrate into 
Australian society it’s because they 
are having to rely on other refugees 
to house them and help them find 
jobs.

“Refugees have been coming to 
Australia for a long time, but if 
you look at the Vietnamese, or the 
Burmese, then look at the Sudanese 
you can see why the need is 
higher. We have had around 15,000 
Sudanese come within three or 
four years, and with the Sudanese 
the newly arrived community is 
much bigger than the established 
community, so there is not enough 
people to accomodate them and 
assist them”. 

Recent current affairs programs on 
channels Seven, Nine and Ten have 
contained reports about ‘Sudanese 
Gangs.’ But Mr Aborete says there’s 
no such thing, and that if young 
African men stick together it’s 
because there’s safety in numbers. 

By: Tony Kevin
Friday 19 October 2007

Six years ago today, at the height 
of John Howard’s successful 
2001 re-election campaign, an 

overloaded unseaworthy asylum-
seeker boat which I later named 
SIEV X (‘suspected illegal entry 
vessel, unknown’) sank en route 
from Indonesia to Christmas Island, 
drowning 353 people mostly  
women and children. There were  
just 45 survivors.

Few people remember much  
about this tragedy today, yet it 
continues to lurk at the periphery  
of Australian political consciousness. 
As well it should.

It is an interesting irony that, as John 
Howard launches his last election 
battle, a National SIEV X Memorial 
now stands in Canberra’s Weston 
Park — a dignified array of 353  
hand-painted timber poles, each 
commemorating a victim of the  
SIEV X sinking. Where names are 
known, through independent 
research drawing on journalists’ 
accounts and talking to survivors 
and families, they are inscribed on 
the poles. Where names are not 
publicly known (the Australian 
Federal Police [AFP] admit they have 
lists of most of the names, but are 
not prepared to make these names 
public for reasons hard to under-
stand), the poles are left unnamed.

Each pole was donated, painted 
and transported to Canberra by an 
Australian church or school-based 

community organisation. Each 
pole represents compassion, love 
and acceptance of the stranger 
— Australian values that were in little 
evidence in Australia during the 2001 
election campaign, which plumbed a 
low point of xenophobia as the two 
Party leaders competed to see who 
could be tougher on ‘border security.’

Fortunately, more compassionate 
values are coming back into view 
now, as seen in this wonderful 
people’s memorial.

When the news of the SIEV X 
sinking became public, three days 
after it sank, John Howard said 
that the boat sank in Indonesian 
waters, and that it was not Australia’s 
responsibility. After searching Senate 
Committee investigations in 2002-
2003, spearheaded by Labor Senator 
John Faulkner, both claims were 
subsequently found to be untrue or, 
at best, seriously misleading.

First, there is strong corroborating 
evidence from a number of sources 
that the boat sank in international 
waters, on the high seas about 50-60 
nautical miles south of Indonesia’s 
Sunda Strait. The sinking location 
can be pinpointed quite precisely 
from Indonesian fishing boat rescue 
co-ordinates and other data. Yet even 
now, the Australian Government 

continues to protect a lie, claiming 
that the sinking location is unknown.

The international waters where 
SIEV X sank were, at the time, being 
intensively monitored and patrolled 
by Australia, under the unified 
Australian Defence Force operation 
known as ‘Operation Relex.’ Strangely, 
all of Operation Relex’s technical 
means — on high alert at the time 
— apparently failed to detect this 
slowly moving, overloaded, wooden 
vessel as it sailed for six hours 
though the declared Operation 
Relex surveillance zone. And in the 
19 hours that survivors were in the 
water, as RAAF aircraft flew routine 
patrols overhead, no signs of a 
maritime disaster were  
apparently detected.

SIEV X had been sailing for 33 hours 
from its embarkation point, a bay 
at the northern end of Sunda Strait, 
when it sank. How can it be that 
Australian agencies had not detected 
and tracked it? Yet that is what the 
Senate was told in 2002.

Howard’s second claim, that the 
sinking was in no way Australia’s 
responsibility is also debatable. But 
it is a debate that cannot be settled 
until Australian secret border security 
operational files are opened, and key 
witnesses questioned in a contestable 

“Based on colour, based on language, 
they are singled out wherever they 
go - in the schools, in the shopping 
centres - so they stick with their 
friends, with people like them. That’s 
not gang culture, it’s for survival.”

Mr Aborete believes that the children 
of refugees are at a disadvantage 
both linguistically and economically 
and this leads to social isolation.

“You need money to engage with 
society... there are widows from 
Sudan whose husbands died in 
war... they’re depending purely on 
welfare so how can they afford to 
send their kid to join a football team 
or a basketball team... they should 
waive the cost of these things for 
refugee families. The government is 
meant to help these people, to give 
them resources to keep them off the 
street. Kids are kids, if they are left 
on the streets they will live like the 
streets.”

In that sense, he says the problem 
of integrating Sudanese refugees lies 
with Australia and not the refugees 
themselves.

“If they are not fitting in it’s not 
because of where they came from, 
it’s what they are receiving in 
Australia that is the problem.”

SIEV X: 
Sixth Anniversary of a Tragedy

independent judicial context. As 
things stand, there is a good deal 
of ‘smoking gun’ circumstantial 
evidence of some Australian 
foreknowledge of the SIEV X and 
its organiser, the notorious Egyptian 
people smuggler Abu Quassey. But 
there is no conclusive proof.

It was found by the Senate in  
2002 that the AFP were conducting 
overt and covert people smuggling 
disruption operations in Indonesia in 
2000-2001, that involved building 
relations with Indonesian police 
teams and penetrating the people 
smuggling industry using paid  
agents or informants. Labor  
Senators’ questions as to whether 
these operations might have got out 
of control were never answered by 
the AFP.

It was admitted by official witnesses 
that Abu Quassey and the boat we 
now know as SIEV X were being 
monitored, well before the fatal 
voyage began.

An impartial reading of the Senate 
testimony — recounted in summary 
in my 2004 book, A Certain Maritime 
Incident: The Sinking of SIEV X 
— would conclude that there are 
many unanswered questions about 
this tragedy.

There are mysterious multisource 
survivor accounts of grey military-
type ships that came in the early 
evening to the disaster scene, but did 
not pick up survivors; and of noisy 
propellor aircraft that flew overhead 
but did not drop life rafts. From what 
country did these reported ships 
and aircraft come, if they are not 
figments of survivor imaginations? 
Secret Australian border security 
operational files may one day give 
us answers to such questions, or 
the event may vanish in the fog of 
historical amnesia.

Meanwhile, let us spare a thought 
today for the bereaved families of 
the 353 victims who drowned on 19 
October 2001.

Walking through the intensely 
moving memorial poles at Weston 
Park, one gets a sense both of the 
huge scale of this tragedy, and of 
the grace, decency and vision of so 
many ordinary Australians who took 
time out of their lives to paint these 
poles and bring them to Canberra, to 
be planted here in Australian soil in 
loving memory.

Lest we forget.

 The New Detention Centre  
On Christmas Island 
(from www.safecom.org.au)

The Government says that it’s a detention centre built as 
a deterrent:

• It has electric fences and hundreds of microwave 
probes (movement detectors) and cameras under 
eaves, on roofs and in every room. 

• CCTV is linked to a remote control room in Canberra 
- Immigration copying Big Brother. 

• Detainees will wear electronic ID tags, which track 
them everywhere at all times. 

• There is a hospital, operating theatre and visiting 
rooms with non-contact glass panels. Once admitted a 
detainee need never leave, even if gravely ill. 

• There are even RED ONE and RED TWO management 
Units (solitary cells like the one Cornelia Rau was 
locked in for 23hours a day).

• Chillingly, there are family units and, separately, a 
Babies Compound with an 8-cot nursery, childcare 
centre, play area and classrooms.

More facts about asylum seekers:
•It’s not illegal to enter Australia to seek asylum.

•Mandatory non-reviewable detention begun in 
Australia in 1998. 

•It has costed $1 billion dollars (over $500 000 per 
asylum seeker) to process the 1700 asylum seekers on 
Narua and the Manus Island, since 2001. Processing 
these refugees and asylum seekers onshore here in 
Australia would have cost $35 million dollars, 3.5% of 
that.

•As of the 19th October there are 451 people, 54 of 
which are in community detention. The costs of this 
detention are as follows:

       Some little facts about 

Detention Centres
in Australia.  

“Everyone has the right to seek 
and enjoy in other countries 
asylum from persecution,” 
Article 14 United Nations Declaration of Human Rights 1948

Scott Foyster

It’s a heading that sounds absurd, 
but when you’re dealing with 
the bureaucratic process that 

is the Australian Government and 
it’s Immigration Policy, absurd is 
a relatively light term. Inhumane, 
unjust, ludicrous, ridiculous, an 
embarrassment are more appropriate 
and fitting adjectives for a policy 
that sees people charged hundreds 
of dollars a day to be secluded and 
isolated for years on end in what is 
essentially a prison. All for fleeing 
countries at war, which we are at 
war against. All for risking their life 
to get away from the terror of daily 
bombs, political persecution, death 
threats, kidnappings, rapes, torture 
and to settle down in country that 
they believe is a nice, relaxing 
welcoming place. It’s hard to see 
where the fear comes from and hard 
to understand how Australia can 
be the only country in the western 
world with a policy of years and 
years of mandatory detention. 

2006-07 Costs per detention centre 

Detention centre Cost per detainee Fixed annual 
 per day cost: Millions

Nauru - $28

Manus Island mothballed $2

Baxter $115 $23.3

Villawood $154 $16.9

Christmas Island - $6.8

Marbynong $104 $5.3

Perth $189 $4.6

Northern (Darwin) $122 $3.9

Port Augusta $122 $2.2

Port Hedland mothballed $0.72

Total  $93.72*

*  statistics for 2006-2007 as reported at:  
http://www.safecom.org.au/news-2305-2007.htm

More can be found at: 
http://www.oxfam.org.au/media/files/APriceTooHigh.pdf

More on RW case can be read at:  
www.probablynotinteresting.com 

More on detention centres and support for asylum seekers 
checkout at: 

www.rac-vic.org. 

www.villawood-refugees.blogspot.com

www.safecom.org.au

www.asrc.org.au

For alternative approach to detention read:

http://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/current/alt-swedish.html 

The above title itself comes from  
an entry written on Jessie Taylors’ 
probablynotinteresting blog. It’s a 
fact: absurd but real. A simple 
summary of the extradition of RW  
a Sri Lankan asylum seeker who  
was the last asylum seeker to be 
extradiated before the current 
government went into caretaker 
mode. His extradition papers were 
signed on the Friday, his lawyers and 
supporters were told on Monday 
afternoon, an article appeared in 
Tuesday Age, a protest was called  
for the Tuesday morning but by  
then RW was already out. Woken at  
3 in the morning he was handcuffed, 
put on a bus taken out to the airport 
were a flight was chartered to 
Sydney. At Sydney RW was sedated, 
‘for his own good’, and put on a 
flight to Colombo. Mid flight the 
drugs wore off.

At Colombo RW found himself with 
80 kilos of luggage the majority of 
which were clothes that were not 
his. The clothes that were his own 
were n ot the new clothes he had 
been given by friends but old ones. 
More worringly though was the fact 
that the documents and videos that 
RW had with him were left. In 
essence RW arrived at Colombo  
with too much luggage, no place to 
stay, and without the proof of his 
refugee status. He was hung out to 
dry, placed in everyway possible  
for the authorities to find him  
there and shove him away in prison 
in Sri Lanka. 

This is a man who witnessed in 
1999 the rape of his wife, the 
beating of his daughter and had 
his genitals burnt with a hot iron 
rod. This is a man who in 2004 the 
Refugee Tribunal said that there is 
serious grounds for asylum given 
that in all likelihood he would be 
prosecuted if he were to go back to 
Sri Lanka. This is a man who for the 
last 3 years has been living behind 
bars in Maribyrnong with little 
contact with family and friends 
back in Sri Lanka. Who in his time 
in Australia worked diligently to pay 
his way around. 

This is a man who is now in hiding 
in Sri Lanka. Living with the fear 
of being picked up off the street 
anytime of the day; living with even 
less chance of getting in touch 
with family and friends for fear of 
persecution of his family. It’s a sad 
tale but more sadly it’s a constant 
regular occurrence and will likely 
be the case until Australia makes an 
effort to welcome Asylum Seekers 
with open arms. To move beyond 
the absurd idea of detention centre 
to community houses and programs 
like those in Sweden where asylum 
seekers are offered a house in the 
community while their status is 
checked. It’s simple, effective and 
more cost-effective. And would 
mean that we would not have to 
hear about cases like RW’s.

Waking up on a plane to Colombo with  
80 kilos of luggage that’s not yours.

Kilos of 
luggage80

Christmas Island Detention centre

Villawood Detention centre

REFUGEES



Fina Po
While we all like to take a dig 
at Howard, he’s not the only 
problem—it’s the political party 
that he leads and the way its 
policies have poisoned this 
country that is cause for concern. 
Since the last election, the 
Coalition has had parliamentary 
control, and this means quite 
worryingly, control of the Senate 
(also known as the Upper House 
or the House of Review). This 
has enabled the Government 
to not only formulate their evil 
policies with ease, but to also 
get them passed. It’s a cause for 
public concern (or should be) 
when one party gains control 
of the Senate, and in this case, 
our fears have been justified: the 
Howard government has not 

been shy with dictating what 
happens both to and in the Senate. 
From drastically cutting back the 
amount of time that the Senate sits 
for (so that it effectively cannot 
properly function as a ‘House of 
Review’), to ramming through 
pieces of controversial and 
complex legislation (the legislation 
regarding the Northern Territory 
intervention is an amazing 
example: 500 page piece of 
legislation that includes terrifying 
changes to Indigenous land rights 
is rushed through the Senate in 
one day!), to passing 600 out of 
600 of their own amendments but 
only 15 out of the 389 introduced 
by all other political parties.

At the moment, the Howard 
government holds 20 Senate 
seats—a very slim majority. If they 

lose one of these seats in this 
election, we will see an end to 
the Coalition controlled Senate. 
Victorian voters have a brilliant 
chance at making this happen: just 
a 3% swing against the Coalition 
will mean that balance can be 
restored in the Senate. So go on, 
tell everyone how voting against 
the Howard government this 
election, especially in the Senate, 
can make a real difference.

For more information:

* Have a look at Get Up’s Senate 
Campaign (www.getup.org.au). 
They have raised money for an 
ad featuring a member each 
from the Greens, Labor and the 
Democrats, highlighting the 
importance of restoring the 
balance in the Senate

* http://www.democrats.org.
au/campaigns/senate_watch/A
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Lara Daley
In 2006 the Howard Government 
passed legislation which created 
a blanket ban on prisoner’s right 
to vote. In acknowledging that the 
rights of each of us are inextricably 
linked with the rights of others, this 
was a curtailment of all our rights, 
prisoners or not. The government 
claimed that disenfranchisement 
would act as a deterrent against 
crime, however it is just another 
form of punitive justice. Crime is 
largely produced by socioeconomic 
factors and the creation of prisoners 
only perpetuates this, as indicated by 
increasing recidivism (re-offending/
re-imprisonment) rates. The current 
recidivism rate in NSW is 44% and 
in 2003 nearly 76% of all Indigenous 
prisoners had been previously 
imprisoned. Such issues clearly 
cannot be dealt with by deterrence 

measures. The disenfranchisement 
of prisoners corresponds with a 
tendency within the criminal justice 
system to view criminal acts as the 
forfeiting of any right to be part of 
society. Hence prisons are isolating, 
dehumanising, and punitive. 

The Royal Commission into 
Aboriginal Deaths in Custody in 
1991 reported that Aboriginal people 
were fifteen times more likely to be 
in prison than non-Aborignal people. 
Given that the rate of Aboriginal 
imprisonment has remained high 
to present, the disenfranchisement 
of prisoners was effectively a racist 
policy . It was then fitting that a 
female Aboriginal prisoner, Vickie 
Roach be the one to challenge 
the legislation. In August 2007 the 
High Court of Australia restored the 
right to vote to prisoners serving a 
sentence of 3 years or less.

Despite regaining their right to vote, 
prisoners are yet to fully participate 
in the electoral process. For the 
2007 Federal election the Australian 
Electoral Commission (AEC) and the 
Department of Corrective Services 
(DCS) have a different arrangement 
in each state in relation to the 
voting of eligible prisoners, though 
common to all is a lack of access to 
political information. In states where 
mobile polling will be conducted 
party ‘how to votes’ will be carried 
in by the AEC on polling day.

However, this requires that political 
parties be sufficiently aware and 
concerned to send them to the AEC 
prior to election day. In the case of 
NSW, QLD, and some correctional 
centres in Victoria, General Postal 
Votes (GPVs) will be used. In this 
case the only access prisoners have 
to parties policies or preferences are 
newspapers or perhaps a television. 
Whilst Corrective Services may 
claim that this is the only source 
of information for all GPVs and 
thus there exists an equal level of 
access, prisons remain a controlled 
environment where there is no 

access to internet or candidates,  
and newspaper and television  
access is inconsistent.

Voting is far from being the pinnacle 
of political participation, however 
it is an important part of being 
recognised and included in the 
communities of a representative 
democracy. Prisoners are at the sharp 
end of the legal system, their day 
to day lives are controlled by it and 
they have an immediate interest in 
choosing the law makers of the day.

By maintaining links such as 
voting between prisoners and 
their communities on the outside, 
society can assist in enacting 
social responsibility for crime and 
reduce recidivism. A punitive justice 
system and imprisonment should 
be replaced by alternatives which 
surround offenders with supportive 
communities to rehabilitate rather 
than isolate them.

utopia@riseup.net

For more info on prisons check out: 
www.justiceaction.org.au

www.beyondbars.org.au 

It’s a start: voting in prisons
“It’s extremely important for people on the outside 
to understand what prisons are and who’s in prison 
and visit them. To bring that kind of humanity into 
the prisions - but most of all, to bring those prisoners 
out, back into the communities”. Laura Whitehorn


