AUSTRALIANMOSAIC
Federation of Ethnic Communities' Councils of Australia

The Magazine of the Federation of Ethnic Communities’ Councils of Australia Autumn 2014

Our Diverse Mob
First and new cultures entwined stories

Issue

36

Australian Mosaic
The magazine of the Federation of
Ethnic Communities’ Councils of Australia (FECCA)
Print Post Publication No.
PP229219/00162 ISSN 1447-8765
Managing Editors:
Laura Raicu, Tanya von Ahlefeldt and Gulnara Abbasova.
DESIGN: Kylie Smith Design
PRINTING: Elect Printing
DISCLAIMER:
Any views and opinions expressed within Australian Mosaic
are solely those of the individual author, authors, or other
information source and do not necessarily represent the
opinion of, or any endorsement by, FECCA.
WARNING:
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander readers are warned
that this magazine may contain names and images of
people who are now deceased.
ADDRESS:
PO Box 344 CURTIN ACT 2605
Telephone: 02 6282 5755
Fax: 02 6282 5734
Email: admin@fecca.org.au
www.fecca.org.au
© 2014 FECCA
No part of this publication may be reproduced without the
written permission of FECCA.

FECCA received funding from the Department of Social
Services to produce Australian Mosaic magazine.
This edition has been developed with assistance from
Reconciliation Australia.
Cover photo by Peter Malcolm. Traditional Craft
Workshops offered by community elders as part of
Pelican Expeditions’ Hope Vale Project, Cape York 2007.

contents
04
08
10

A Message from the FECCA Chair

Joseph Caputo OAM JP

A message from the Prime Minister

The Hon Tony Abbott MP

View on the News

Dr James Jupp

13

Creating an inclusive narrative for
multiculturalism and First Peoples

17

Aboriginal People and Multicultural
Australia - The Potential of Broome
Highlights Australia’s Bigger Potential

20

Multiculturalism – Nothing new
for the First Australians

23

Aboriginal identity in
multicultural Australia

Pino Migliorino

Peter Yu

Leah Armstrong

Melinda Cilento and Dr Tom Calma AO

26

Why we stand strong with the RDA

Les Malezer

28

Our Constitution and Our Law:

31

It’s time to recognise
Australia’s first chapter

33
36
38
42

Strengthening Multicultural Australia

Dr Tim Soutphommasane

Tanya Hosch

A New Australian’s Manifesto

Akram Azimi

Discovering Black Australia

Suminda Gunaratne

Perspectives on multiculturalism
and monoculturalism in Australia:
Experiences of immigrant and
Indigenous Australians

Dr Siri Gamage

Anthony Martin Fernando (1864-1949):
an Aboriginal Activist in London and Europe

Prof Fiona Paisley

3

A Message from the FECCA Chair
Mr Joseph Caputo OAM JP

Welcome to the autumn edition of Australian Mosaic
magazine, entitled Our Diverse Mob. First And New
Cultures - Entwined Stories.
This edition offers readers diverse perspectives on
the entwined stories of Indigenous and immigrant
Australians, and highlights the moral responsibility
of newly arrived Australians to acknowledge the
history and culture of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples. This issue brings together expert
opinions and personal stories from leading advocacy
groups, academics and individual advocates on
constitutional recognition for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples, the cultural diversity of
Australia’s First peoples and their fight against
oppression, discrimination and racism.
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an extended period prior to European settlement
subsequently provides us with a good example to
follow, and a solid foundation upon which to nurture
Australia’s transforming multicultural identity.
Australian multiculturalism has strong and proud
foundations, as reflected by the example of our First
Peoples, and we must acknowledge and celebrate
this as a fundamental aspect of our national identity
going forward.
There are, however, a number of other important
reasons that underscore the need, as FECCA sees
it, for more light to be shed on the entwined stories
of Australia’s first and new communities.

From FECCA’s perspective, our efforts to advocate
for greater recognition of the needs and requirements
of people from culturally and linguistically diverse
(CALD) backgrounds must reflect our appreciation
of the fact that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people in Australia have undoubtedly been most
affected by policies and practices that have
directly opposed or undermined the principles of
multiculturalism. First Australians have long endured
both overt and implicit experiences of racial
vilification and discrimination, and have suffered the
associated negative impact of such experiences.
On this basis, FECCA’s view is fundamentally that
future positive work in the multicultural space
cannot be successfully undertaken without due
acknowledgement of the past injustices that have
impacted on Australia’s First Peoples, as these
same issues will otherwise only continue to impact
on first and new Australians.

Framing these in the current political and social
context, advocates in both the multicultural and
Indigenous sectors, albeit through different lenses,
continue to highlight that all Australians should be
able to access government programs and services
equally, regardless of their cultural, linguistic or
religious background. FECCA’s long-held view in
this regard is that having access to basic services
is fundamental in facilitating effective settlement for
new Australians, and paves the way for greater social
inclusion and community engagement. We see this
as similarly the case for Indigenous communities,
who alongside CALD communities, face multiple
disadvantages, particularly with regard to limited
systems knowledge and understanding, as well
as issues in accessing information and available
support mechanisms. Compounded by experiences
of systemic discrimination and limited cultural
awareness, the obstacles preventing social inclusivity
and stronger community engagement for both First
and New Australians become clearly apparent.

Underwriting FECCA’s perspective in this regard is
an acknowledgement of the cultural diversity that
is, and always has been, inherent to Australia’s
Indigenous communities. Transcending the broad
label of ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Peoples’, First Australian communities are as
diverse in their cultural practices and beliefs as
are the array of ethnic communities recognised
as constituting our contemporary ‘immigrant
nation’. That the harmonious co-existence of
these Indigenous communities took place over

This is not to suggest, however, that the intention
and mode of delivery of services for ethnic and
Indigenous communities are directly comparable,
but more to highlight that issues of access and
equity, in a broad sense, are relevant to both first
and new communities. As such, recommendations
to government on ways through which to improve
service delivery and access must be appreciative
of, and responsive to, the range of issues that impact
all Australians, and particularly those communities
at most disadvantage.

Further to access and equity issues, however, a
more explicit topic of mutual concern that is currently
of great relevance to both Indigenous and ethnic
communities is the ongoing debate regarding the
Australian Government’s proposed amendments to
the Racial Discrimination Act.
FECCA has strongly supported the position put
forward by both Indigenous and ethnic communities,
of the need to protect the Act in its current
formulation, and specifically, preserve Section 18C,
that deems unlawful any act that is reasonably
likely “to offend, insult, humiliate or intimidate”
someone on the grounds of their race or ethnicity.
The reasons for opposing the amendments have
been well substantiated and made overwhelmingly
clear—the Act is a landmark piece of legislation that
underpins the essence of our multicultural society
and is integral to preserving Australia’s identity as
a diverse, inclusive and democratic nation. Both
ethnic and Indigenous communities have expressed
their vehement opposition to amendments which
are viewed as comparable to the implicit warranting
of potential public vilification and discrimination
against people on the basis of their race.

At the time of writing, recently-announced changes
to the Act have included the proposed repealing
of racial vilification provisions in their current form,
the defining of an offence as any action that would
“intimidate another person” (predominantly through
physical harm and intimidation), and creating a new
clause making it illegal to “vilify another person”
on the basis of “race, colour or national or ethnic
origin”. Most alarming, however, is the addition of
a new provision (Subsection 4), which essentially
outlines a series of exceptions for almost every
potential case in which the Act may be applicable,
subsequently negating its potential to achieve
its intended objective—that is, the provision of
necessary protections in response to experiences
of racial vilification.
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and CALD communities share common concerns
that form part of a broader advocacy agenda.
Peter Yu, Chair of the Northern Australian Indigenous
Land and Sea Management Alliance, provides a
personal reflection on his Aboriginal and Hakka
Chinese heritage and his hometown, Broome, as a
multicultural town that challenged the racist vision
of White Australia. Broome, in Mr Yu’s views, is a
melting pot for Aboriginal and Asian cultures that
are entwined in a unique multicultural community
based on respect, inclusion and cohesiveness.

As highlighted by this issue, acknowledging and
drawing from the shared experiences of first and
new Australians is important in two respects—firstly,
in terms of the united front that can be presented in
the face of such challenging situations that have the
potential to deeply and harmfully impact on diverse
communities in Australia. Secondly and, in contrast,
it forms a basis from which to celebrate the strength
of our nation’s cultural diversity, the impressive
depth and breadth of Australian multiculturalism.
By dedicating this edition to issues relating to
Australia’s first and new communities, FECCA
demonstrates its commitment to advocating for
cultural diversity in all its forms. Through the diverse
and rich perspectives of the contributors, we
recognise that, while there are significant differences
in circumstances, immigrants and Indigenous
people share similar barriers and carry a similar
battle against racial vilification and discrimination
while jointly contributing to the cultural mosaic of
Australian society.
This edition is opened by a message from the
Prime Minister, the Hon Tony Abbott, who reflects
on his journey and personal mission to help change
attitudes and improve policies affecting Indigenous
Australians. FECCA Honorary President, Pino
Migliorino, writes about how to create an inclusive
culturally diverse society by outlining that Indigenous
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Leah Armstrong, CEO of Reconciliation Australia,
provides an insightful perspective on reconciliation
and multiculturalism based on her own family
experience of Torres Strait Islander, Japanese,
Malay and European heritage. Ms Armstrong
outlines the historical economic, political and social
connections between Indigenous communities and
immigrants prior to European colonisation. Her
article also includes an important discussion about
the importance of Reconciliation Action Plans and
the benefits organisations in implementing them.
Co-Chairs of Reconciliation Australia, Melinda
Cilento and Tom Calma, provide an introduction
to the long history of Australian multiculturalism as
well as an analysis of Aboriginal cultural identity in
a multicultural Australia. Their article highlights the
plight of Indigenous Australians and their battle for
sovereign rights and the pursuit of justice following
decades of oppression and the assimilationist
policies that affected generations of immigrants
who have forsaken their own cultural identities and
practices. This is a topical issue highlighted by the
proposed amendments to the Racial Discrimination
Act, which could significantly impact the protection
of both groups against racial vilification.
Les Malezer, Co-Chair of the National Congress of
Australia’s First Peoples, outlines the importance
of a strong stand against racial vilification
and to advocate against any changes to the
RDA that would dilute protection from harmful
racist behaviour. Tim Soutphommasane, Race
Discrimination Commissioner of the Australian
Human Rights Commission, outlines the importance

of strengthening multiculturalism in Australia through
advocating for a stronger relationship between
multicultural Australia and Indigenous people, an
improved legislative architecture of racial tolerance
and protection against discriminatory treatment,
and importantly, through constitutional recognition
for Australia’s First People.
By acknowledging the multiculturalism of
contemporary
Australia,
Tanya
Hosch
of
RECOGNISE, also outlines the cultural diversity of
Indigenous Australians. She argues that recognising
Indigenous history, culture and peoples as a part
of the Australian story is the most important step
towards achieving full reconciliation with respect to
past injustices.
All Australians, first or new arrivals, should celebrate
and promote the history of Indigenous cultures
and people. Akram Azimi, a former refugee from
Afghanistan and currently an Aboriginal mentor and
Reconciliation Ambassador, writes his Manifesto
as a New Australian. Through his Manifesto, Mr
Azimi proclaims his duty and commitment as a new
Australian to work towards ameliorating current and
past inequalities and to support reconciliation with,
and recognition of, Indigenous Australians.

a man fighting for the cause of Aboriginal people in
Australia while experiencing racism as a coloured
immigrant in London.
FECCA is very grateful to all the contributors to
this edition of Australian Mosaic for providing such
insightful perspectives on Australia’s past and
present multiculturalism. This is a stepping-stone
for FECCA’s commitment to foster partnerships
and greater collaboration between CALD and
Indigenous communities and to advance a
common agenda on positive outcomes, equal
opportunities, recognition and the elimination of all
forms of discrimination. We hope that this edition
succeeds in highlighting that despite significant
contextual differences and concurrent agendas,
advocates representing first and new Australians
share a common goal of achieving greater social
inclusion and cohesiveness.
Finally, I would like to express my warm thanks
to our partners from Reconciliation Australia, for
their significant assistance in putting this edition
together, and for their continued commitment to
fostering a close relationship between Indigenous
and CALD Australians.

Suminda Gunaratne reflects on his personal
journey to recognition as a Sri Lankan immigrant.
His personal account of the journey offers his
perspective on Indigenous peoples and Sri Lankan
immigrants and highlights that all immigrants should
feel responsible for recognising the past of their
host country and for learning about the history of
Australia’s First Peoples. A second persepective
on Indigenous Australians and immigrants is
provided by Siri Gamage. A Sri Lankan immigrant
himself, Dr Gamage discusses two different types
of communities in Australia, ‘monocultural’ and
‘multicultural’, and the impact they have on both
immigrants and Indigenous Australians in terms of
discrimination, achievements, opportunities and
political representation.
Fiona Paisley provides an extraordinary portrait of
Anthony Martin Fernando, an Aboriginal activist that
had lived a significant part of his life in London as
an immigrant. His story celebrates the resilience of
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A message from the Prime Minister
THE Hon Tony Abbott MP

Like so many Australians, I have been on a journey
when it comes to Indigenous issues.
The further this journey has gone, the more it has
become my personal mission to help my fellow
Australians to open their hearts, as much as to
change their minds, on Aboriginal policy.
Australians are innately generous and welcoming.
But we have collectively failed to show to Aboriginal
people the personal generosity and warmth of
welcome that we have habitually extended to the
stranger in our midst. Too often we have viewed
Indigenous policy as problems to be solved rather
than people to be engaged with.
Over the years, I have made an effort to spend time
each year in remote Indigenous communities, and
to engage with Indigenous leaders such as Charlie
Perkins, Noel Pearson and Warren Mundine. As
a minister, I tried to spend a few days every year
in remote Aboriginal communities – especially in
Cape York, and later, in the Anangu Pitjantjatjara
Yankunytjatjara (APY) lands for which my portfolios
had particular responsibilities.
Yet after 14 years in the parliament, I found that
I had visited dozens of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander places and not spent more than 12
hours in any one of them. As shadow minister for
Aboriginal Affairs, I asked Noel Pearson if he would
help me to spend some serious time in individual
communities where I could be useful – rather than
just another seagull, as Aboriginal people so often
called officious visitors. So I spent three weeks, in
2008, as a teacher’s aide in Coen; 10 days in 2009
as a truancy helper in Aurukun; four days in 2011
doing bush carpentry near Hopevale; and another
four days in 2012 helping to renovate the Aurukun
school library. One of my first actions as Prime
Minister was to form the Prime Minister’s Indigenous
Advisory Council, headed by Warren Mundine.
Later this year I will spend a week in East Arnhem
Land along with enough officials to make it, if only
for a few days, the focus of our national government.
After 226 years of intermittent interest at most, why
should Aboriginal people not finally have the Prime
Minister’s undivided attention for seven days. None
of this makes me more worthy or less fallible than
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any of my predecessors – but it does demonstrate
that this Government is serious about Aboriginal
policy.
The Closing the Gap report has shown that we are
making progress, but it is also a reminder of how
much still needs to be done. The target to halve
the gap in child mortality within a decade is on
track to be met. We are already close to meeting
the target to have 95 per cent of remote children
enrolled for pre-school, and we should soon know
what percentage are actually attending as well as
just enrolled. The target to halve the gap in Year 12
attainment by 2020 is also on track to be met.
That’s the good news.
The bad news is that there is almost no progress in
closing the life expectancy gap between Aboriginal
and other Australians – which is still about a decade.
There has been very little improvement towards
halving the gap in reading, writing and numeracy,
while Indigenous employment has, if anything,
slipped backwards over the past few years.
We are not on track to achieve the more important
and meaningful targets. Because it is hard to be
literate and numerate without attending school; it is
hard to find work without a basic education; and it is
hard to live well without a job.
One target that will underpin any success in closing
the gap is the expectation that every child will
attend school every day. So I propose to add a
new target to our existing Closing the Gap targets:
namely, to end the gap between indigenous and
non-indigenous school attendance within five years.
Generally speaking, the more remote the school, the
more excuses are made for poor attendance. Last year,
in metropolitan areas, only 81 per cent of Indigenous
Year 9 students met the National Minimum Standards
for reading. In very remote areas, just 31 per cent
of Indigenous students reached the same minimum
standard. Yet it has being demonstrated in places like
Aurukun that a strong education in traditional culture
is actually helped by a good education in English.
Right around our country, it should be possible to be
proudly Aboriginal and a full participant in modern
Australia. That does not just mean access to a good

education in cities, towns and remote settlements
– it means actually going to school. This was the
strong consensus of my Indigenous Advisory
Council’s first meeting: that no one ever received a
good education by not going to school.
One of the worst forms of neglect is failing to give
children the education they need for a decent
life. That is why every state and territory has antitruancy laws. That is why the former government, to
its credit, tried to quarantine welfare payments for
families whose children were not at school. That is
why, at my first Council of Australian Governments
meeting, every state and territory agreed with the
Commonwealth on the need to publish attendance
data from every school. And that is the reason why,
at 40 remote schools, the Commonwealth is already
funding new anti-truancy measures that, on day one
of the 2014 school year, in some communities, seem
to have boosted attendance from under 60 per cent
to over 90 per cent.
Our job is to break the tyranny of low expectations.
That is why indigenous school attendance data will
be part of the next Closing the Gap report and all
subsequent reports under this Government. The
parliament will be brought up-to-date on the relative
success or failure of Aboriginal education, because
a good education is fundamental to a good start
in life. Future Closing the Gap reports should also
include data on work programme participation and

data on communities without a police presence.
These reports, after all, should be less about what
the Government is doing and more about how
people are living. We will know that Aboriginal
people are living better when children go to school,
adults go to work and the ordinary law of the land is
respected and enforced.
I am confident of this: amidst all the mistakes,
disappointment and uncertain starts, the one failure
that has mostly been avoided is lack of goodwill.
Australians are now as proud of our indigenous
heritage as we are of all our other traditions. The
challenge is to turn good intentions into better
outcomes. I am confident that, these days at least,
for every one step backwards we are also taking
two steps forward.
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View on the News
Dr James Jupp

Dr James Jupp AM, FASSA,
has been a regular contributor
to Mosaic for several years.
He is an Adjunct Professor at
the Australian Demographic
and Social Research Institute
at the Australian National
University in Canberra. He is
the author of many articles and books on immigration
and multiculturalism. Most recent publications
include From White Australia to Woomera (2007),
The Encyclopedia of Religion in Australia (2009)
and Multiculturalism and Integration (with the late
Michael Clyne, 2011). He emigrated from Britain to
Australia in 1956 and has taught political science
at universities in Melbourne, York (UK), Waterloo
(Canada) and Canberra.

The Abbott Coalition government began its
term with important organisational changes and
challenges, including the forecast withdrawal
of Holden (following Ford) and of Toyota from
Australia by 2017. These changes are likely to
affect immigrants and their families, including those
British immigrants who were deliberately brought
to Adelaide years ago to live in Elizabeth (SA)
and work at General Motors Holden. The ‘model
suburb’ already has the highest unemployment
levels of any major urban centre. Other districts
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likely to be severely affected by the withdrawal
of motor manufacturing include Port Melbourne,
Broadmeadows, Altona and Geelong, all in Victoria.
Other locations that have high proportions of their
populations engaged in all manufacturing are
in western Sydney, northern and south-eastern
Melbourne, northern Adelaide and Geelong. These
locations all have high proportions of immigrants
and their families. Motor manufacturing generates
a much larger employment force than is employed
directly within the car factories, and as a result, the
impact of these closures will be felt greatly.
The problems faced by car manufacturers are
replicated in the aircraft industry, reflected through
the challenge to Qantas from Virgin and the growing
Chinese and Arab competitors. Both crises are due
to the adoption of free trade strategies and were
predictable. Recently, while I was in the south-west
of the United States (US), I noticed that even there,
a large proportion of cars on the roads were foreign
imports, including many from Germany and Korea,
as well as Japan. Many US airlines have faced
technical bankruptcy in recent years. The vast
motor manufacturers of Detroit have seen that city
of four million people decline almost into a ghost
town. So we, in Australia, are not alone, except that
we are also an isolated and thinly populated society,
which has been fortunate to possess vast mineral
resources. These resources have drawn workers
and wealth to Western Australia and Queensland,
but do not directly benefit major Australian cities
other than Perth. Their extraction is also reliant on
a high proportion of temporary visaed workers who
can easily be laid off. Most economists welcome a
flexible labour force and free trade, but they have
been much less sensitive to the social problems
which these reforms often produce. As an alleged
Brazilian joke once put it, “the economy is doing
well – only the people are suffering”.

Government Changes
Major changes to Commonwealth government
departments will affect the problem areas which this
economic uncertainty will create. Most important
to immigrant communities is the restructuring of
the Department of Immigration and Citizenship to
concentrate its efforts on immigrant selection and
border control. This creates the ultimate machine
for preventing and punishing those seeking asylum
under the United Nations Convention, which
Australia has spent much effort in avoiding. The
renamed Department of Immigration and Border
Protection (DIBP) has divested most of its previous
resettlement, welfare and educational functions.
These were developed following the Galbally Report
of 1978, which created the machinery for building
a multicultural society. The budgetary outlay of the
Department now shifts away from areas like grantin-aid, adult immigrant education and welfare,
towards detention costs in remote locations such as
Manus Island and Nauru. Grants offered before the
elections are now in the process of being, or have
already been cancelled.
How all this will work out in practice is yet to be seen.
In particular, the distinction between ‘ethnic affairs’,
which remains with DIBP, and ‘settlement and
multiculturalism’, which goes to the Department of
Social Services (DSS), is very artificial. The transfer
of the Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP) to the
Department of Industry also needs working through,
as some AMEP organisations are also active in
social assistance, help with employment and other
useful functions for recent arrivals. DSS has always
had a central concern with Aboriginal issues and
was known for many years to disapprove of the
whole notion of multicultural welfare. They will now
have control of settlement services and grants, the
diversity and social cohesion program, multicultural
arts and festival grants and ‘building multicultural
communities’ grants. There seems to be a very
fuzzy border here with DIBP, between their concern
with asylum seekers and Social Services’ interest
in grants-in aid. No doubt many meetings of interdepartmental committees will try to sort all this out.
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The Refugee Council of Australia has produced
a useful update of these changes (‘Changes to
Immigration Portfolio: Update’, 11 October 2013).
More thought will be needed as problems work
their way out and stakeholders get used to dealing
with new bureaucrats and ministers. The ministers
involved in this–Kevin Andrews, Scott Morrison,
Senator Fieravanti-Wells and Ian McFarlane–come
from the more conservative side of the Liberal Party,
which might also produce problems.
None of these changes featured in the election
campaign, which was centred on the slogan
“stop the boats”. They break up the central role of
Immigration in managing all aspects of immigration,
border control (including Customs), citizenship,
multiculturalism, ethnic communities, language
policy and much more. These are now distributed
between three departments, two of which have
had little experience of this complex issue. Just to
make matters even more complicated, ‘Operation
Sovereign Borders’ has been given a quasi-military
aspect, the main object of which so far has been to
suppress any information about whether boats are
arriving or not. The media are unhappy.
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States and NGOs
Fortunately, some aspects of building a harmonious
multicultural society have passed over to the
States, because of the neglect of the Howard
era and the lack of positive policies under Labor.
States are closer to the communities than the
Commonwealth, more in touch with reality, and
less dominated by economists. They have no
constitutional responsibility for immigration and do
not have to defend the punitive policies created
by Commonwealth governments from both parties
since 1991. Much of the good work done in settling
refugees rests with localised welfare, ethnic and
religious organisations, with close relations with
State agencies. This is particularly important as the
overcrowding of the system has released many with
temporary bridging visas who do not have a right
to work.
Time will tell how all this will work out. The
mandatory detention system and the Pacific
Solution have created problems which cannot be
indefinitely sustained. How the new institutional
arrangements will cope with this should be the main
focus of everyone concerned with the future of the
multicultural society.

Creating an inclusive
narrative for multiculturalism
and First Peoples
Pino Migliorino

Pino Migliorino is currently
the
FECCA
Honorary
President. Pino has over
30 years involvement with
and expertise in immigration
and multicultural community
affairs, including welfare, the
arts and the Italian community.
Professionally, Pino leads Cultural Perspectives
and CIRCA Research and is a recognised expert in
researching and communicating with diverse cultural
and linguistic audiences.

As the current Hon President of FECCA and the
Chair of FECCA for a four year period ending in
November last year, I have been keen to open up
both the discussion and the practical resolution
of the issues that define the relationship between
Australia’s First Peoples and the many culturally
and linguistically diverse groups that have come to
Australia to make this place their home.
In broaching this objective the principle that has
underpinned FECCA’s actions is a strong belief
that achieving a multicultural reality for Australia is
only possible when we engage with and establish a
unique position for our First Peoples.
This is both a narrative and a discussion that still has
a long way to go to be understood and supported
by both our culturally and linguistically diverse
communities and our Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander communities.
When multiculturalism was being defined in Federal
Government policy through the National Agenda
for a Multicultural Australia in 1988, many voices in
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities
were troubled by the notion of multiculturalism. They
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suspected it to be a new series of hoops that they
would have to fit themselves through. Their concern
has been that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
cultures would be relegated to being a small part
of the plethora of cultures representing modern
day Australia. Their view was that this was neither
desirable nor appropriate.
Since that time there has been an ongoing sense
of unease in policy discussions and processes.
At times multiculturalism has been massaged and
expanded to afford coverage for First Peoples
(the existence of a Department of immigration,
Multiculturalism and Indigenous Affairs DIMIA in the
1990s evidences this); but in a more practical sense
and in the majority of cases we have not engaged
with this conflict and have proceeded along a path
in which multicultural gets defined as not having
jurisdiction over First Peoples and that these groups
have their own separate policy and consideration
frameworks.
Running alongside this conceptual confusion has
been the development of a new, broader and more
inclusive policy term which is ‘diversity’. Part of
the reason for this new policy approach has been
the attack that ‘multiculturalism’ has received and
its loss of favour during the Howard and Rudd
government. The result is a more benign concept of
diversity which has now come to include everyone
who is not of English background, English speaking
and male. Its breadth in effect makes the term
‘diversity’ almost meaningless.
It is my view and indeed that of FECCA’s that we
need to champion and promote multiculturalism as
the most appropriate policy paradigm for culturally
and linguistically diverse communities and indeed
that the policies and programs that fall out of this
way of thinking will have application and benefit for
FIRST Peoples. So the question is how should this
move forward?
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Moving Forward on a Respectful
Multiculturalism
I believe that in 1988 the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander voices were right to be suspicious of this
initial form of multiculturalism as in their words this
was nothing more than another form of assimilation;
only this time into a broader diverse mainstream.
What I do not agree with is the position put by more
current Aboriginal commentators that multiculturalism
should not be supported by the Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander communities.
The way forward for a more respectful multiculturalism
needs to include a far greater level of engagement at all
levels of our society between Culturally and Linguistics
Diverse communities and Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander communities. It also needs to include a far
more articulated narrative that identifies both those
issues that are shared between the two groups and
where joined up action will have greater effect and
those issues that remain the purview of each.
The common issues are obvious and these include
larger policy discussions relevant to:
• Designing and accessing government services
that are appropriate to and accessible by both
groups. This is particularly pertinent to current
policy discussions around aged care and the
NDIS, as it is with the shared interest in the ‘Gonski’
school funding reforms;
• Joining up to argue for rights such as the current
difficult debate around the proposed changed to
Section 18C of the Racial Discrimination Act, so
that we stop bigotry, vilification and discrimination;
• Understanding our joint interest in linguistic and
cultural maintenance and the need for the State to
play its necessary role in ensuring that these cultural
and linguistic traditions are not lost to our society;
• Banding together to broaden specific infrastructure
initiatives that affect both groups, such as the
accreditation and availability of interpreters, the
finalisation of an inclusive cultural competency,
and increasing capacity building initiatives to
ensure that both groups can speak for themselves
in all contexts.

The issues specific for each of the grouping are
also obvious.
For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders these are
the pressing and important issues of constitutional
recognition, land rights and self determination, and
the long list of measures that define the structural
disadvantage that we now refer to as ‘the gap’.
For culturally and linguistically diverse communities
the unique issues are immigration and refugee
policy, family reunion and the settlement services
that are needed to ensure successful settlement
such as the recognition of overseas qualifications,
English language acquisition.

The Importance of Engagement
At a Conference on Racism held in Cairns last August,
I delivered a speech about the understanding of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait issues in culturally and
linguistically diverse communities and stated that, like
many people in the general community, it could be
assumed that people from culturally and linguistically
diverse backgrounds could also hold negative views.

A symbolic gift exchange
between FECCA and the
National Congress of
Australia’s First Peoples at
the 2013 FECCA Conference.
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The media response was an immediate “FECCA
Chair says ethnic groups are racist”.
This was, of course, not what I was saying. Mine
was a more nuanced message in which I suggested
that the lack of information and engagement with
ethnic communities has meant that they, in large
part, glean their information about the Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander communities from the
mainstream media with all its biases, prejudices and
negative coverage of the community.
As such, we need to take the lead and become
interested, become engaged, understand issue
such as Mabo and Land Rights, the reconciliation
movement and most importantly, the recognition
of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders in our
country’s Constitution.
FECCA has taken the first baby steps:
• We signed the first supporter’s accord with the
National Congress;
• We changed our own constitution to include
an acknowledegment of First Peoples in our
objectives;
• We established Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander issues as a key thematic in the recent
FECCA Conference, including the Conference
itself being opened by the FECCA Chair and the
Co Chair of the national Congress, Les Malezer.
So the challenge will be to continue with this direction
to create greater understanding, opportunities to
interact, and for the stories from both groups to be
told and listened to by the other. Without wanting to
appropriate a term which is not mine, I do believe
we need to do a lot more ‘yarning’ (and I’d probably
add storytelling, reminiscing, singing and dancing).
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Constitutional Recognition as the Key
to Respectful Multiculturalism
Our greatest current opportunity to engage
more closely is for our culturally and linguistically
diverse communities to understand and support
the Recognition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples and remove discrimination form
our constitution.
In this regard, I will be representing FECCA in
the Constitutional Reference Group advising the
Recognise Campaign. This will provide a valuable
opportunity to establish more effective links and
lines of communication between our two sectors.
Indeed, if our constitution recognises and respects
the existence of a First Peoples then by definition
it also accepts that all those who are not from First
Peoples heritage are indeed migrants to Australia
and in this realisation we will find the new value and
new narrative for multiculturalism.

Aboriginal People and
Multicultural Australia The Potential of Broome Highlights Australia’s Bigger Potential
Peter Yu

Peter Yu is a Yawuru Man from
Broome. He has over 30 years
working experience as an
advocate for the cultural, social
and economic wellbeing of
Aboriginal communities in the
Kimberley region of Western
Australia. He has held various
National and State representative positions as well
as representing the position of those Aboriginal
communities at the international level. He was Chair
of the 2008 NT Emergency Response Review Board
and was a key negotiator on behalf of the Yawuru
native title holders with the State Government and
Shire of Broome in a global settlement on the Yawuru
native title rights and interest on their traditional
lands in and around the town of Broome.
He is currently the Independent Chair of the North
Australian Indigenous Ltd and Sea Management
Alliance Ltd (NAILSMA), a Principal of Stellar
Corporate Solutions and a Board member of the
National Museum of Australia.

As someone who has experienced a fair share
of public profile, I have often been asked about
the relationship between Indigenous people and
Australian multiculturalism. For me, the question is
deeply personal. I grew up in a town characterised by
a rich melting pot of Aboriginal, Asian and European
cultures like no other in Australia; a social reality
determined by its geography and pearling history.
My mother is a Yawuru traditional owner of Western
Australia’s Broome region and my father was Hakka
Chinese. My father’s name was Yau Hong Tai. He
was born in the early part of the twentieth century
and grew up on Kat O Island near Hong Kong.
Like many Hakka, he became part of the Chinese
Diaspora travelling across the world, seeking jobs
and sending money back home. After the Second
World War, he came to Broome on a three year
indentured labour contract where he soon met my
mother. He lived in Broome for more than 40 years
until his death, and in that time, he and my mother
had nine children.
Ironic humour is part of Aboriginal life and the world
of the colonised. During the height of Hansonism in
the late 1990s, a close friend and political colleague
said to me in a moment of comic relief during a
tense time of native title advocacy, “Yuee I feel sorry
for you, that red haired woman hates you twice”.
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I have often presented a detached historical
story to highlight the position and relationship of
Indigenous people and philosophy and practice of
multiculturalism. In essence, it goes something like
this; The Australian nation was conceived from Anglo
racist ideology. Australia’s 1901 Constitution gave
the Federal Parliament and the national government
a head of power – Section 51, (xxvi) – to legislate on
issues concerning race. The Australian Parliament
used that power only weeks after the Australian
nation was born when it passed the Immigration
Restriction Act, the legislative backbone of the White
Australian policy, which fundamentally remained in
force for seventy years.
For sixty six years, the Race Power in Australia’s
Constitution contained a clause that prohibited the
Federal Parliament from making laws regarding
Aboriginal people, thereby leaving Aboriginal

people at the mercy of genocidal State Government
policies. For much of the twentieth century,
Australian legal power was used to exclude Asian
and non-Western people from living in Australia
whilst attempting to bring about the disappearance
of Indigenous people. The relationship between
Aboriginal and non-white people is entwined by
Australia’s racist past.
To appreciate the challenge for contemporary
Australia to embrace a ‘different but same’ approach,
I draw upon the experience of my home town to tell
a broader story. The reality of multicultural Broome
confronted the racist vision of ‘Australia for the
white man’. In the late nineteenth century and for
much of the twentieth, thousands of people from
Japan, China, Indonesia, Philippines, Timor and
Malaysia were indentured into Broome’s pearling
based economy. Many stayed and married into the
local Aboriginal community and from those unions,
an extraordinary society was created. A fusion of
religious and cultural custom, clothes, language,
games and culinary delights evolved in the face
of oppressive laws and administrative practice
designed to maintain the power and privilege of the
white elite.
Yet no laws and inhumane policies of population
control and management could extinguish the
power of love and the pursuit of happiness. Growing
up in Broome evokes memories for me of fun, sport,
fishing and hunting, music, glorious food, rebellious
frolicking and the exquisite feeling of youthful
romance. Broome’s multicultural society was, and
remains, a creative place, no better highlighted
than through the wonder of music. ‘Broome sound’,
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a mixture of various Western musical genres,
combined with the richness of Aboriginal and Asian
storytelling, is a cultural and social product of
Broome’s unique character.
However, this seemingly joyous life has masked
a grim reality where the corrosive power of the
dominant society sought to relentlessly assimilate
us, humiliate our families and ridicule our values.
It is a power that wares down individuals, families
and communities. I am in my 50s and most of my
childhood friends are no longer here; their lives
tragically shortened through grog and drugs,
suicide and sickness.
Respect is a sentiment that resonates powerfully
in Broome. The word sums up the bonds that have
connected people from diverse backgrounds.
Tragically, the power of respect has not been
demonstrated by governments and their institutions
to the Broome multicultural community. The Yawuru
have been treated with brutal disrespect over
many generations. We have been dispossessed
of our lands, economic assets and our cultural
authority. Successive governments attempted to
extinguish our culture and language with many of
our people permanently scarred from traumatic
institutional experiences and from being forcibly
separated from families. It was only in 2010 that
this history of disrespect and abuse was changed
when the Yawuru negotiated an agreement with the
State Government and Shire of Broome about how
our native title rights are to be respected in the
Broome region.
The Yawuru and other Indigenous cultural groups
are traditionally grounded in an understanding of
respect that has been inculcated into Broome’s
social and cultural heritage. These values
manifest in personal relationships, which, over
the generations, has produced a community that
demonstrates an appreciation and understanding
for cultural diversity as a fundamental dimension of
Broome’s social life.
It, however, continues to be a daily struggle to
translate the meaning of respect into practical
affect consistent with the conduct of Broome’s
multicultural families over many generations, with

the respective government authorities and the local
shire. Following the negotiated 2010 Yawuru Native
Title Agreement, the Shire and government agencies
have been reluctant to embrace, through protocols
(symbolic or otherwise), in civic ceremonies, or
through planning and development approval,
matters that give recognition and reflection to those
important values that have contributed to who we
are as a multicultural community. Notwithstanding
that there is much that Broome can teach Australia
about conducting respectful relationships that are
embracing and inclusive of each other’s culture
and values.
My father embodied both the spirit and the practice
of respect. He embraced family life, Broome
society and Australia, although this nation did
not accept him. It was not until the 1970s that he
gained Australian citizenship and was able to marry
my mother.
His respect for Yawuru society and my mother’s
family was unconditional and he forever welcomed
people into our house and provided food. His quite
supportive demeanour provided a sense of stability
to many whose lives were often not stable or secure.
Above all, he was committed to the wellbeing and
future of his children.
There were many Asian men like my father, who
came to live in Broome, who epitomised the nature
of respect. My father, and others like him, helped
forge a small community in northern Australia that is
a gift to this nation; the potential for what Australia
could have been, and still could be.
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Multiculturalism – Nothing
new for the First Australians
Leah Armstrong

Ms Leah Armstrong is the CEO
of Reconciliation Australia.
As Executive Director of the
Yarnteen Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Corporation, Ms
Armstrong led their success
for 18 years ensuring it was
an effective organisation with good governance,
strategic direction and financial accountability before
joining Reconciliation Australia in 2010.
Ms Armstrong holds several Board positions
including on Supply Nation and Jobs Australia
Foundation and is Chair of the Indigenous Business
Policy Advisory Group.
In 2009, the Australian Financial Review Boss
Magazine recognised Ms Armstrong as a ‘True
Leader’ and in 2012 she was recognised in the
Australian Financial Review/Westpac 100 Influential
Women Awards. In August 2010 Leah hiked the
Kokoda Track in Papua New Guinea as a mentor
in the Jobs Australia Foundation—Indigenous Youth
Leadership Program.

Like many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people, I am a living and breathing example of
multiculturalism. Because while I identify as a Torres
Strait Islander woman, my ancestors came not just
from the tiny islands between mainland Australia and
Papua New Guinea, but I also have flowing through
my veins the blood of ancestors from Japan, the
Malaysian Peninsula and Europe. I share my cultural
diversity with many others in this, the world’s most
culturally diverse country.
Being part of a multicultural society is nothing new
to Australia’s First Peoples.
When the British conquest of Australia began with
the arrival of the first fleet in Botany Bay in 1788,
there were more than 250 separate languages being
spoken on this continent. These 250 languages were
spoken by diverse nations of people who occupied
wildly different landscapes and eco-systems; from
the tropical rainforests of Far North Queensland to
the cold temperate climes of Tasmania; from the vast
arid desert country of central Australia to the coralfringed Islands of the Torres Straits. They spoke
different languages, ate different foods, practiced
different ceremonies and led vastly different lives.
In effect, Australia has always been a multicultural
place; like Asia, Africa and Europe this continent
was, and is, peopled by diverse nations of
individuals who had distinct cultural identities while
sharing significant cultural and linguistic similarities.
However, the pre-European diversity which existed
in Australia was not only between Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples, but was also
manifested in relationships between these First
Peoples and outsiders.
In my ancestral homeland, the Torres Strait Islander
people had always traded with their Melanesian
neighbours among the Papuan peoples of Papua
New Guinea and with the various Aboriginal nations
who were their neighbours on the Australian
mainland. In Arnhem Land, the Yolngu peoples had
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centuries-old economic and cultural ties with the
Islamic Macassans of Sulawesi.
Long before the Scotsman James Cook arrived
on the shores of eastern Australia, the Yolngu and
the Macassans traded trepang (sea cucumber) for
metal knives, cloth and tobacco. These visits are still
recorded and celebrated in the music and dance of
the Yolngu, and Malay words from the Macassans
feature prominently in Yolngu language. Indeed,
some historians believe it is likely that Yolngu
people visited and lived on Sulawesi as guests of
the Macassans.
The conquest of Australia’s First Nations by Britain
ultimately ended the trading and social relationship
between Yolgnu and Macassan, when, as part of
the new Immigration Restriction Act 1900 (or White
Australia Policy), the Commonwealth Government
banned the regular visits by the Macassans. Similar
discriminatory policies practiced by successive
Australian State and Federal Governments,
restricted movement and employment of nonEuropean residents of Australia, thereby further
encouraging interaction and relationships between
them and Australia’s First Peoples.
Often treated with hostility by European Australians,
Asian and Middle Eastern residents in Australia
tended to naturally gravitate and mix with Aboriginal
and Torres Strait islander peoples. In Central
Australia, Muslim Afghan and Pakistani cameleers
interacted with local Aboriginal people and their
descendants. People like the popular singer, Dan
Sultan, now number in their thousands.
In the Torres Straits and other parts of tropical
Australia, people like me are descendants of
Japanese, Malay, Indian and Sri Lankan immigrants,
who married and interacted with local Aboriginal
and Torres Strait islander people.
Down the Queensland coast, South Sea Islanders or
‘Kanaks’ as they were known, worked as little more

than slaves in the developing the sugar industry
and mixed with local Aboriginal people. Thousands
of Queensland Aborigines now carry Kanak blood
and names.
The Chinese and the Irish, who have been in Australia
from the earliest days of British colonisation, mixed
their DNA into the modern Indigenous community
perhaps more than any other peoples. It is no
surprise that so many of our leaders over past
decades carry names like Ah Matt, Ah Kitt, Yu,
O’Donoghue or Dodson when so many Aboriginal
people have Irish or Chinese blood in their veins.
The point that I am making here is that Australian
multiculturalism did not start with the First Fleet or
with its adoption as formal Government policy in the
early 1970s.
FECCA, the readers of Australian Mosaic, and
the culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD)
communities of Australia are part of a proud
tradition of multiculturalism that long predates
the colonisation and dispossession of the
First Australians.
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Reconciliation Australia is committed to promoting
reconciliation between Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples and the broader Australian
community. Reconciliation is about increasing
opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples to participate fully in Australian
social, economic and cultural life.
Reconciliation is also about overturning the
disadvantage long suffered by Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples, through opportunities
in education and employment, through improved
health, and through reducing racism. To achieve this
aspiration, we work closely with governments and the
private sector, including some of Australia’s biggest
corporations, particularly in the Reconciliation
Action Plan (RAP) program, where organisations
develop business plans that document what they
will to contribute to reconciliation in Australia.
These RAPs outline practical actions the organisation
will take to build strong relationships and enhanced
respect between Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples and other Australians. A RAP
also sets out the organisation’s aspirational plans
to drive greater equality by pursuing sustainable
opportunities.
The benefits to reconciliation of the RAP program
are clear—a recent evaluation of the more than
500 organisations partnering with us found that
they contribute to making a material difference
to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander lives
through employment, business engagement and
educational scholarships.
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But RAPs do more than provide opportunities. Our
survey of 4600 employees in RAP organisations
(including around 1200 people working in remote
mines) found that compared to the general
community, people in RAP organisations:
• are less prejudiced (9 per cent of RAP
employees believe that prejudice between
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
and other Australians is high compared to 70 per
cent of people who think it high in the general
community); and
• are more likely to trust Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples (71 per cent of RAP employees
believe that trust is high in their organisation
compared to 13 per cent of peoples who think it
is high in the general community).
Reconciliation between our nation’s First Peoples
and other Australians is about building inclusion
from diversity and creating an Australia where the
unique place of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples, as the original owners and custodians of
this continent, is both recognised and respected.
We have shared our beautiful country with the
entire world’s people in all of humanity’s diverse
magnificence, and in return we ask that our newer
fellow Australian’s take the time to learn about our
history and cultures and respect our position as the
First Australians. I promise that, if you do so, you will
feel closer to this country’s heart and soul.
Our vision of an equal and inclusive Australia will
need the support of all Australians, particularly
Australians who come from CALD communities. I
hope you will join us on the journey to reconciliation.

Aboriginal identity in
multicultural Australia
Ms Melinda Cilento and Dr Tom Calma AO

Ms Melinda Cilento
and Dr Tom Calma
are currently the
Reconciliation
Australia Co-Chairs.
Dr Calma is an
Aboriginal
elder
from the Kungarakan tribal group and a member of
the Iwaidja tribal in the NT. Currently the National
Coordinator for Tackling Indigenous Smoking, Dr
Calma previously served as the Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner and
the Race Discrimination Commissioner. Dr Calma
has a special interest in Indigenous education,
employment and training programs.
Ms Cilento is a non-executive director with Woodside
Petroleum. She has previously held senior positions
with the Business Council of Australia (BCA)
and Commonwealth Department of Treasury. Ms
Cilento has also worked with County Investment
Management (now Invesco) and the International
Monetary Fund.

People tend to think that most Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Australians live in regional or remote
locations, whereas the opposite is true. Most live
in the cities. For those city-dwellers, being part
of a multicultural community is part and parcel of
living where they do. But whenever the topic of
multiculturalism comes up in conversation, most
people tend to focus attention on the more than
seven million immigrants who have made their home
in Australia since 1945.
It is not an intentional oversight that the rich
and enduring cultures of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples are overlooked, because
everyone would agree that Aboriginal people are
most certainly central to the Australian mosaic. It
is simply because their narrative is quite different.
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Having occupied the land for tens of thousands
of years prior to 1788, Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people maintain a deep-rooted connection
to their heritage, identity and homelands.
While immigrants too, do their best to hold onto
their culture, most are also particularly eager to find
their place in a new community. For the first half of
the 20th century, the White Australia Policy largely
dictated who could immigrate to this country. Those
who did come were expected to fit in, or to use the
official term, ‘assimilate’. For immigrants, that meant
forsaking much of their former lives, or at the very
least, keeping them well-hidden from public view.
For the First Australians, the struggle has never
been about ‘fitting in’. It has been about the pursuit
of justice, land rights and self-determination–
having the sovereign right to govern themselves.
In the 1930s and 1940s, Aboriginal Australians had
already suffered 150 years of racism, oppression
and discrimination. Unlike the carefully selected
new arrivals, they were denied even basic freedoms
such as citizenship, the right to vote, or even the
right to live where they chose. For those confined to
living on a mission, the assimilation policy involved
the banning of ceremonies, cultural practices,
speaking in local languages and, of course, the
removal of children. But after World War II, the
Australian makeup began to change.
The White Australia Policy that had been the political
blueprint for immigration for so long, was about to be
scrapped. The war had made people wary of racist
views, shiploads of European immigrants were
arriving, and the Snowy Mountains Scheme was
about to get underway. It is widely acknowledged
that the Snowy Mountains Scheme, which began
in 1949, helped spawn multiculturalism. The
workforce, over the 25 years of construction,
exceeded 100,000 people, 70 per cent of whom
were immigrant workers from 30 countries. In more
ways than one, it was indeed a nation-building
project…but not for the Aboriginal nations.

1
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Terra nullius is a Latin term referring to ‘land belonging to no-one’.

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people continued to campaign
for equality, recognition and land rights. Eventually,
in 1967, more than 90 per cent of the Australia’s
voting population voted “Yes” in a referendum
to provide the Commonwealth with the power to
implement laws for the benefit of Aboriginal people
and for Aboriginal people to be included in the
census. The enormous goodwill shown by that vote
stretched across the nation.
But change comes slowly, and it would be another
quarter of a century before the High Court would
refute the concept of terra nullius1 and recognise
that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
had rights to the land. As a consequence of its
landmark finding in the Mabo judgement, the Native
Title Act was passed in 1993.
Meanwhile, a new wave of refugees and immigrants
from Vietnam had settled here, adding yet another
distinctive layer to Australia’s multicultural mix. By
the turn of the 21st century, with Australia’s immigrant
intake powering along, Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples were still seeking the same
things–justice, equality and self-determination,
not to mention vastly better health outcomes and
increased life expectancy.
Some progress is being made. The Apology to
the Stolen Generations in 2008 was a symbolic
landmark event that has helped chart a new course
for reconciliation. Recognition of the First Australians
in the Constitution would be another important step
along the way.
But there is still much to be vigilant about.

The mooted changes to the Racial Discrimination
Act (RDA) do not bode well. Should section 18c
of the RDA be repealed, the protection against
acts that are likely to “offend, insult, humiliate or
intimidate” on the basis of race would be erased.
While this has an effect on all races in Australia,
the most affected would be Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples and people of ethnic
appearance, particularly Australians of Middle
Eastern backgrounds.

RDA, that unity will strengthen. It just may be that for
the first time, a true multicultural alliance that includes
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples may
emerge to thwart the threat to existing rights and
protections. It is axiomatic that Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples are part of Australia’s
multicultural mix. But they are also deserving of the
recognition they seek as the original custodians of
the Australian continent. That is the difference.

We contend that all Australians, and particularly
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, are
entitled to effective legislative protections against
racial vilification. We agree with Race Discrimination
Commissioner, Dr Tim Soutphommasane, who says
that the current provisions of the RDA strike the right
balance between freedom of speech and the need
to protect against racial vilification.
In a country that prides itself on its multicultural
makeup and is keen to reconcile with its Indigenous
peoples, you would expect that the protection of
their rights and sensibilities would be paramount.
The shared experiences of racism and cultural
assimilation unite Australia’s First peoples and more
recent arrivals, and because both groups could
potentially be adversely affected by changes to the
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Why we stand strong
with the RDA
Les Malezer

Les Malezer is currently the
Co-Chair of the National
Congress of Australia’s First
Peoples.
Mr Malezer is from the
Butchulla/Gubbi
Gubbi
peoples
in
southeast
Queensland and is Co-Chair of the National
Congress of Australia’s First Peoples. He has
decades of extensive experience in campaigning
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander rights and
has represented community interests at local, state,
national and international levels. In 2008 he won the
Australian Human Rights Award, and his contribution
to coordinating Indigenous Peoples’ advocacy for
the adoption of the UN Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples by the UN General Assembly is
well known and respected.

The Racial Discrimination Act 1975 (RDA) gave
domestic effect to our international obligations under
the International Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Racial Discrimination. Almost 20 years
later, a number of new provisions were added to the
RDA concerning racial vilification.
These new provisions were in response to disturbing
developments. There had been heightening racial
violence against both Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Peoples and ethnic groups in the late
1980s and early 1990s and three major inquiries,
including the Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in
Custody, had demonstrated a need for, and made
recommendations about, the introduction of racial
vilification legislation.
The National Congress of Australia’s First Peoples
is alarmed that the Federal Government is planning
to remove or water down these protections against
racial vilification in the RDA. The RDA cannot
be seen as a piece of legislation to be amended
by parliament at whim. Despite their significant
opposition to the legislation initially, the previous
Coalition Government did not attempt to amend
these provisions during their 11 years in office.
The RDA is a key, if not foundational, law establishing
Australia’s identity as a nation upholding equality
and tolerance within a diverse multicultural society.
It is also a keystone for reconciliation in Australia
between the Indigenous Peoples and the settler
state. The Act featured prominently in the Mabo
decision of the High Court in 1992. Also on a number
of occasions it has prevented state governments
from creating discriminatory laws acting against the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples.
The provisions in the RDA, currently in the AttorneyGeneral’s firing line, strike a careful balance between
freedom of expression and freedom from racial
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vilification. Congress is concerned that a change to
these provisions would send a signal that racism is
acceptable. We cannot justify racial vilification as a
freedom. Racial intolerance and the spread of racial
derisions ultimately form a basis for acts of racism.
Racist sentiments cannot be separated from or
dissociated from racist behaviours.
The actual harm caused by racial vilification should
not be dismissed.
The damage, even if not physical damage, is very
real and extensive. The damage is not limited
to the single occasion of a racial slur but can be
lifelong and crippling in people’s social behaviour
and development. We know that racism has huge
mental health impacts on our young people and can
affect their ability to work or study, and to achieve
their future goals.
Belonging to a group which is racially vilified in
public can undermine and ultimately destroy the
sense of safety and security with which members of
the group go about their daily lives.
We believe Australia still needs these laws because
the country is not the sophisticated multicultural
society it purports to be. If we were at that point we
clearly would not get the level of racially motivated
complaints that we do see from the Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people and others who are
vilified on the basis of their race. So while we aspire
to that, we cannot say we are there yet.
“I’ve been called boong, abo, nigga, coon, black
c**t, black drunk, petrol sniffer, primitive. I’ve
been discriminated against and refused entry
into bars and clubs when with other Aboriginals
like me. My nephews and nieces have to deal with
the same sh*t so it’s not like this happened years
ago. It’s today. That’s why I support the racial
discrimination act. It gives us protection. Whether
you are black, Asian or white we all need to say
“don’t mess with the Racial Discrimination Act”.
- Congress Member.
As the above quote from one of our Congress
members illustrates we don’t need flashpoints such
as the Andrew Bolt case or the Adam Goodes
incident to be reminded of the racism that our families
and communities face daily. However incidents like

these shine a spotlight on the necessity of laws that
provide redress in cases such as this; a reminder
that racism is not free speech.
To change these laws would send a signal that
racism is acceptable.
Congress is working in coalition with other
community representatives, including the Australian
Hellenic Council, the Executive Council of Australian
Jewry, the Chinese Australian Forum, the Cyprus
Community of NSW, the Arab Council Australia and
the Chinese Australian Services Society, to lobby
the Federal Government on their proposed draft
legislation to alter certain provisions of the RDA
dealing with free speech.
A delegation from the group has met widely with
Federal representatives and continues to campaign
to ensure these laws stand strong and that a
simplistic, absolutist view of freedom of expression
will not solve the problem. The law needs to provide
also for countervailing freedoms, including freedom
from racial vilification.
Those who advocate an absolutist position on free
speech paradoxically overlook the fact that racial
vilification can have an intimidating silencing effect
on those who are vilified. The need to balance
freedom of expression with freedom from racial
vilification is no mere matter of theory in contemporary
Australia. The 2011 Census resulted in more than
300 ancestry groups being identified and more than
40% of Australians were born overseas or had at
least one parent who was born overseas.
The cultural diversity of Australia’s people is a great
source of our nation’s strength. It also imposes an
obligation on government to protect and encourage
social cohesion. Failure to do so would have very
serious if not catastrophic consequences for our
society, the economy, law and order and security.
Balancing these competing freedoms is not
straightforward. The balance struck by the existing
law in Sections 18C and 18D of the Act was carefully
reached after years of national inquiries and debates
in Parliament and the general community.
Any attempt to restrike that balance is not to be
undertaken lightly.
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Our
Constitution
and
Our
Law:
Strengthening Multicultural Australia
Dr Tim Soutphommasane

Dr Tim Soutphommasane
is
the
federal
Race
Discrimination Commissioner
and commenced his five-year
term in August 2013 where
he is an advocate for a fairer
Australia and is driving the
Australian Human Rights
Commission’s efforts to combat racism.
Prior to joining the Commission, he was a political
philosopher at the University of Sydney. His thinking
on multiculturalism and national identity has been
influential in reshaping debates in Australia, as well
as Britain. He is the author of three books: The
Virtuous Citizen (2012), Don’t Go Back To Where
You Came From (2012), and Reclaiming Patriotism
(2009). He has been a columnist with The Age and
The Weekend Australian, and in 2013 presented
“Mongrel Nation”, a six-part documentary series
about Australian multiculturalism, on ABC Radio
National. He is a board member of the National
Australia Day Council, a member of the Australian
Multicultural Council, and a member of the advisory
council of the Global Foundation.

The state of multicultural Australia is strong. We
are an exemplar of a peaceful and prosperous
society living amid diversity. There are, however,
several areas of Australian life that pose challenges
for our multiculturalism: the relationship between
multicultural and Indigenous Australia, questions
of race in the Constitution, and the legislative
architecture of racial tolerance. These are issues
that must be addressed in any positive agenda for a
multicultural Australia.

A strong multicultural Australia
The resilience of Australian multiculturalism
is apparent. In many other Western liberal
democracies, multiculturalism has been discredited;
the word has become anathema. Here, the word
appears to have high levels of popular approval.
We have powerful evidence of this. According to
the 2013 Scanlon Foundation survey into social
cohesion, 84 per cent of respondents agreed that
multiculturalism was a good thing; 75 per cent of
respondents agreed that multiculturalism “benefits
the economic development of Australia”.
Indeed, the ethos of our multiculturalism has always
been unambiguous. It has remained the same ever
since the word “multicultural” was first introduced to
our vocabulary 40 years ago by the then Immigration
Minister, Al Grassby. Even in that initial expression,
the aspiration was about strengthening national
identity. There has been a contract embodied in
Australian multiculturalism: everyone should have
the freedom to express their cultural heritage and
identity, while having a responsibility to accept an
Australian liberal democracy. It has been a virtue,
moreover, that this contract has traditionally enjoyed
bipartisan political endorsement.
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Multicultural and Indigenous Australia

The Constitution

A point of weakness in our multicultural experience
is the relationship between multicultural Australia
– the product of successive waves of postwar
immigration – and Indigenous Australia – the
Australia that has always been here on this ancient
land. This relationship could be better developed.

There is one obvious opportunity for us to do better.
I am referring to the need for multicultural Australia
to express solidarity with the cause of Constitutional
recognition of our first peoples. This is a matter of
fundamental importance. The Constitution exists as
a statement of our collective political morality about
decency and justice. But the document currently
offers no recognition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Australians.

For one thing, the story of Australia as an immigrant
nation has not always paid due attention to
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians.
Australia has tended to be regarded as a country of
the New World, though it is far from new: Aboriginal
cultures have been around for some 40-60 000 years
and are the world’s longest continuing cultures.
For another thing, the language of Australian
multiculturalism was formed as a response to mass
immigration. At times, it has been challenging to
find the appropriate place of the first Australians in
discussions of multiculturalism.
The successful incorporation of immigrants into the
Australian nation – the triumph of multicultural nationbuilding – may paradoxically be a shortcoming.
This is because forgetting is a crucial factor in the
creation and maintenance of a nation. And Australian
nationhood has always, as the anthropologist W.
E. H. Stanner argued, been defined by a great
silence when it comes to Indigenous peoples.
This forgetfulness is less powerful today as it was
in the past. But it still persists. When it comes to
a multicultural Australia, we see it in the limited
contact and familiarity that immigrant arrivals have
with Indigenous peoples and cultures. As yet, we
still lack the civic infrastructure required in order that
forgetting should not be the default when it comes
to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.

As the report of the Expert Panel highlights, it may
not be enough to have recognition in the preamble
to the Constitution. There may need to be more.
Namely, any recognition would be incomplete
unless there were also changes to the body of the
Constitution itself.
There are two provisions of the Constitution, which,
apart from offending any notion of Australia’s first
peoples, also discriminate on the ground of race.
Section 25 entertains the possibility that persons of
particular races can be disqualified from voting at
state elections. Section 51 (xxvi), the so-called race
power, confers on the Commonwealth Parliament
the power to make laws with respect to “the people
of any race, for whom it is deemed necessary to
make special laws”.
The race power, as courts and scholars have agreed,
can be used both for and against the benefit of
people of any race. The purpose of the race power
was clear – to enable the Commonwealth Parliament
to control the settlement and employment of people
of coloured races and potentially to return them to
their countries of origin. That the race power remains
in force is remarkable for all the wrong reasons.
We have an important opportunity to acknowledge
Australia’s first peoples, and ensure the Constitution
has guarantees against racial discrimination and
ideas about racial superiority. I encourage the
voices of multicultural Australia, to speak up about
making our Constitution truer to the spirit of our
liberal democratic morality.
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The legislative architecture of
racial tolerance
There is also a need to ensure that the current
architecture around multicultural policy remains
as robust as possible. Our legislative expression
of Australian multiculturalism exists in the 1975
federal Racial Discrimination Act (RDA). Since
1995, the RDA has included protection against
racial vilification. Section 18C makes it unlawful for
someone to do an act that is reasonably likely “to
offend, insult, humiliate or intimidate” someone on
the grounds of their race or ethnicity. The provision
does not apply to “mere slights” but must involve
“profound and serious effects”.
The racial vilification provisions have been the subject
of much recent public debate in light of the federal
Government’s intention to change the provisions.
There is considerable misunderstanding, however,
about the law’s impact on freedom of speech. It is,
for example, frequently overlooked that free speech
is explicitly protected in section 18D of the Act.
This ensures that artistic works, scientific debate,
and fair comment on a matter of public interest are
exempt – provided that something is said or done
reasonably and in good faith. It is also not always
acknowledged that free speech has never been an
absolute value. We have many laws that limit our
speech – laws concerning defamation, advertising,
obscenity, public order, fraud and national security
laws, to name a few.
In the complaints that reach the Australian Human
Rights Commission, it is clear that the current
legislation provides redress to people who have
been subjected to withering and degrading racial
abuse. In 2012-13, the Commission received a
59 per cent increase in complaints lodged about
racial vilification. The recent Scanlon Foundation
report found that the number of respondents who
have experienced racial or religious discrimination
during the past 12 months has increased to 19 per
cent (compared to 12 per cent in 2012). These are
signs that we must remain vigilant about prejudice
and intolerance.
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Conclusion
Let me conclude with a few words about dignity,
liberty and equality. These are the values at stake
in our multicultural conversation. Whether it is
our Constitution or our laws, an Australian liberal
democracy must provide some assurance: that
every person who lives here can be absolutely
confident about their standing and membership.
Everyone should be free to consider themselves
an equal. Everyone should be free to live their lives
without fear of degradation. And everyone should
be free to claim, in their own way, that “I am an
Australian”, knowing that regardless of what they
look like or where they are from, they can proudly
belong to the family of the nation.
This article is based on the Commissioner’s
speech at the 2013 Federation of Ethnic
Communities Council of Australia Conference.
The full speech can be accessed at the Australian
Human Rights Commission, available at:
h t t p s : / / w w w. h u m a n r i g h t s . g o v. a u / n e w s /
speeches/our-constitution-and-our-law-strongermulticultural-australia
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Tanya Hosch
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We all take pride in our cultures and family
histories. Writing the first Australians’ history into
our Constitution is critical to our evolving Australian
story being better understood and shared.
We live in a country that is home to a diverse range
of cultures and languages; a country that has seen
immigrants arrive from all corners of the globe to
call Australia home; a country that declares pride in
its rich cultural endowment.
In my own home state of South Australia, over 20
per cent of the population are born overseas. From
the first wave of German settlers in the 1840s, South
Australia has become a melting pot of individuals
and communities from many diverse cultures. Their
stories are part of who we are today.
Yet before that, this was a continent of 250 nations
across the Aboriginal mainland and the islands
of the Torres Strait. The people and cultures and
songlines, and the intricate and sophisticated
knowledge of this terrain and how to shape it are
etched into the land.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples had
lived here for more than 40,000 years. Our history
reaches back to a distant time on the planet. It has
stayed alive longer than that of the Romans, the
Greeks, the Egyptians and the Assyrians.
In the grand sweep of history, Australia has a
remarkable chronicle. As other civilisations rose
and fell across the globe over tens of thousands of
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supported Indigenous recognition because Nhill is
a place where we believe in cultural diversity.
I ask you to join Felia, a Greek immigrant and
volunteer at the Stirling community op-shop in South
Australia, who watched us walk past the store last
June when we were on the Journey to Recognition
relay and was curious about the movement. We were
touched when Felia shared her own personal story
and told us she believed in what we were doing.
“You just have to keep moving,” she said, bringing
tears to our eyes.
And I ask you to join the many Australians of Middle
Eastern, Asian, African and European ancestry who
have donned an “R” badge, carried a placard or
walked with us in support of this cause.
These are the stories that make up modern Australia.
These are the people who will play a role in building
a more harmonious and united future for all of us.
And you can be one of those people too. I urge you
to sign up at recognise.org.au and help bring about
a great moment in our nation’s history.

years, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
adapted and survived.
This connects every one of us today – all Australians
– with a span of human history almost unimaginable
in length. More than that, it is a uniquely Australian
story. The Indigenous cultures of this land are
singularly Australian.
There is something for each of us to celebrate here –
a connection to Australia’s first cultures and peoples.
We have a special responsibility to our nation and
the rest of the world to keep these cultures strong
for future generations. That responsibility rests with
all of us.
That’s why a movement is growing to recognise
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in the
Constitution and remove racial discrimination from
our nation’s birth certificate.
I am calling on you to join the movement.
I ask you to join people like Councillor Wendy
Robbins from Nhill in rural Victoria, who told us she
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This is a chance to fix the silence in our nation’s
founding document about our long history in this
land. And it’s a chance to deal with the sections
of our Constitution that still allow governments to
discriminate on race. They include Section 25,
which still says the States can ban a whole race of
people from voting.
But without your active commitment, we can’t get to
that referendum and that great day when every one
of us gets to vote to add this recognition into our
Constitution, and remove race discrimination from it.
So we need you – and thousands more Australians
like you – to throw themselves into this quest so we
can achieve this great goal. It is our chance and
our choice to write the next chapter of our story
together. It won’t just happen by itself – each of us
has a role to play by continuing to build this people’s
movement for recognition.
acknowledegment of the truth will help our country
to heal old wounds. It will help many people who
have been excluded to feel included and valued.
This is the next step in reconciling our past and it’s
the right thing to do.

A New Australian’s Manifesto
Akram Azimi

Akram Azimi was born in Kabul,
Afghanistan, during raging civil
war. He arrived in Australia
with his family in 1999.
Akram is currently completing
a triple major - Law (Hons),
Science and Arts (Hons) – at
the University of Western Australia. For the last six
years, Akram has mentored young people from
WA’s Kimberley region. He has mentored primary
school students in the small farming community of
Wyalkatchem, in Western Australia’s (WA) wheat
belt for three years. Akram has founded and cofounded two organisations at university. The first one
was aimed at empowering fellow students and the
community at large, with emotional resilience and
conflict resolution skills through free workshops. The
second is called iAmtheOther, which is a youth-run
advocacy organisation that seeks to transform social
inequalities in Australia. iAmtheOther seeks to inspire
a new generation of young people who are alive to the
reality of people they may not otherwise meet - people
whom they may have once called the ‘other’. At the
moment, I am the Other is addressing the social divide
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians.
In 2013, Akram was named as the Young Australian
of the Year.

Like so many others seeking safe plains, my family
floated to Australia from across the seas, in the latter
half of the last century. Because we were carried
here on molecules of nitrogen, oxygen and argon
– not on hydrogen bonds between H2O molecules
– we received a very warm welcome. We settled
in Perth, in a lovely little neighbourhood filled with
the most caring, decent and big-hearted people.
They cared for us, taught us the basic know-how
of Australian society and ensured our house was
furnished with the necessities of everyday life. But
what made all the difference was the fact that they
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treated us with dignity and respect. This is to say
our neighbours did not just give us their ‘tolerance’
– which can be an expression of unequal power
relations. Like a rug, it can be pulled from under
our feet at any moment. Rather, they gave us their
affection, engagement, easy comfort, enthusiasm
and a sense of neighbourly kinship. Basically, we
never felt like things to be tolerated in ‘their’ space;
instead, we were human beings in their lives.
Because of these decent ordinary Australians we
thrived. We proudly became New Australians.
Yet there was something amiss in this success
story: have we, as New Australians, made room for
Indigenous Australians in our Multicultural lives?
Unhappily, I cannot respond with a clear yes.
In my case, it was my ignorance–indeed my
ignorance of my ignorance–that initially contributed
to a no answer. In the early days of being in Australia,
I vividly remember having conversations about, and
hearing statistics about, Indigenous Australians.
Moreover, these discussions were often informed
by the nightly news and its muted images of
‘dangerous’ Indigenous boys and men. I remember
those CCTV images well. They had just enough
pixels to depict menacing outlines of what could
have been dark wraiths but not enough resolution to
show people. Years later I learned that this was the
difference between being an object of knowledge
and a subject of knowledge—that is, a simple idea
capable of easy representation with respect to the
former, and an infinitely complex human being with
a deep history, regarding the latter. This occurs in
societies with gross power imbalances. As you can
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imagine, without contrary evidence and community
leadership, I readily formed many cherished
stereotypes and prejudices.
I wish there had been community leaders weeding
out these prejudicial notions before its malignant
roots took hold in my mind. Preventing the cancer
of racism is much easier than curing it. And the
only cure, it seems, is prolonged exposure to the
humanity of those at the dehumanised end. Luckily
for me, this is exactly what I received. But I should
stress this, it took many years and many intimate
conversations and friendships with Indigenous
Australians in the Kimberley for me to shed my
ill-informed, incomplete and simplistic stereotypes
and prejudices.

Before my Kimberley travels, there was another issue
that impeded a ‘yes’ answer. Like so many other
New Australians, I often heard shocking statistics
of inequalities affecting Indigenous Australians.
Not knowing how to respond, I would shrug my
shoulders, throw my hands up in the air, and think,
“I just got here. I had nothing to do with the past.
Not my problem”. This flimsy justification for inaction
missed a crucial moral distinction between moral
blame and moral responsibility. It is self-evident
that I was morally blameworthy for my (in)actions;
as such, I cannot carry the moral blame for the (in)
actions of those who came before me. We carry
our ancestor’s DNA, not their choices. However, it
is equally true that I do not make my decisions in
a social and historical vacuum; I live in a system
which was formed by countless past (inter)actions.
Thus, in choosing to live in this system, I cannot,
in good faith, enjoy all of its inherited privileges
and resources without also morally confronting
how its very construction and perpetuation have
adversely impacted on others, namely Indigenous
Australians. Simply put, I cannot relish in my rights
but throw away my responsibilities. As such, I am
morally responsible to ameliorate, as best I can,
this system’s past and present inequities. As a New
Australian, it is here that I locate my moral duty to
support Reconciliation with, and Recognition of,
Indigenous Australians.
Is this duty not incumbent upon all New Australians?

the blessing of the community and its Elders, and
with the upmost sensitivity. If done right, however,
these can be transformative experiences. Not
only will it help with the therapeutic process of
Reconciliation - for there is a profound catharsis in
simply being heard and believed - it will also make
sure that this history never repeats itself through the
ignorance of New Australians. A past not embraced
is a future-in-waiting.
In making room for these Indigenous histories and
cultures in our modern multicultural lives, there also
lies an opportunity for New Australians. Reflecting
on my own life, it was only after my conversations
with Indigenous Australians that I formed a deeper
sense of belonging and connection to Australia.
Not just to this modern nation state but also to a
continuous human civilization that extends as far
back as 50,000-70,000 years. For me, this is an
opportunity for empathic joy; for celebrating the
wisdom and the genius of the oldest human culture;
for learning about Country; for experiencing Country;
and ultimately for realising: there is a Country living
and singing within this Nation. And now I am a part
of its pulse.
This is part of my dream, for a day when the Southern
Cross and the Yellow Sun shall shine as one. Could
we not dawn this day sooner by bringing the engine
and energies of multiculturalism to the cause of a
Fully Reconciled Australia?

Finally, the history of this continent presents us, New
Australians, with both an opportunity and a difficultly
for the ‘yes’ answer.
The difficulty lies in the fact that as a nation we have
not made peace with our past. Settler-Indigenous
history is such that it is perpetually crashing into
the present. Bygones simply cannot be bygones,
as the pain, trauma, dislocation and discrimination
experienced by Indigenous Australians has not
gone away. But we, New Australians, can be part
of the solution, part of the healing. Our community
leaders, in partnership with local Indigenous Elders,
could hold conversations to share our mutual
histories. Of course, these events would have to be
conducted in a culturally appropriate manner, with
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Discovering Black Australia
Suminda Gunaratne

Suminda Gunaratne migrated
to Australia from Sri Lanka three
years ago, and is currently the
Data and IT Systems officer at
Reconciliation Australia. Living
in Canberra with his wife and
children, Suminda enjoys the
opportunity
Reconciliation
Australia provides to work with individuals from all
backgrounds, particularly Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Australians.

When I left my homeland of Sri Lanka three years
ago to immigrate to Australia, I knew nothing of the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples who
had lived on this continent for longer than my people
had occupied Sri Lanka.
Despite this oversight, after arriving in the strange
new world of Canberra, I found a job as the Data and
IT Systems officer at Reconciliation Australia (RA)
and started my own personal journey of discovery.
I knew next to nothing about the Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander histories on this continent and
nothing about their cultures.
In early July, I left my family in Canberra to join a
leg of the Journey to Recognition, an epic relay
across Australia to raise awareness of a proposed
referendum to recognise Aboriginal and Torres
Strait islander people in the Australian Constitution.
I travelled for nine days from Adelaide to Alice
Springs via Port Augusta, Cooper Pedy and Uluru.
My eyes and my heart were opened by this
experience; even after three years of working with
RA I didn’t really understand the realities of life for
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so many Aboriginal Australians and it was good to
finally visit Aboriginal communities and experience
the hospitality of Aboriginal people.
I share with most other immigrants to Australia a
desire to find out more about Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples, to meet them and build
friendships with them. The Journey allowed me
to briefly experience the life and communities of
Aboriginal people outside of the big cities.
I was surprised by the conditions people in the
bush live under; the poor quality of the schools, the
clinics and the homes, as well as the huge living
costs, were all a surprise to me. I was dismayed
by the often low expectations held by some of the
Aboriginal people we met; even in a relatively poor
country like Sri Lanka the poorest people in the rural
areas have high expectations for a better life for their
children.
I was also surprised by the good will towards
reconciliation
and
constitutional
recognition
expressed by nearly all the people we met. At Uluru
the local café owner demanded we leave flyers
for her customers and there was great sensitivity
towards what we were advocating for and a hunger
for information about reconciliation and recognition.
I expected our job of convincing local people about
recognition to be harder and to feel more opposition
to what we are proposing.

Within Australia’s immigrant communities there is an
overwhelming desire for greater knowledge about
Australia’s history and for contact and friendships
with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.
As the latest in a long line of “new Australians”, I
believe it is critical that we learn about the history
and cultures of the First Australians. We need to
better understand that the advantages and a better
life that have led so many peoples from across the
globe to immigrating here are possible only because
of the dispossession of Australia’s original owners
and First Peoples, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples.
I look forward to a time that the “new Australian”
community of immigrants from South Asia, the
Middle east, Africa and Europe take their place in
the long campaign for reconciliation and justice for
the peoples on whose country we all now live.

As the only immigrant on the journey I was welcomed
and shown great hospitality by the Aboriginal
people I met. The call of “Hi Brother” greeted me
as I walked through communities and I was made
to feel at home. I thought of the similarities between
my Sri Lankan people and Aboriginal people; similar
emphasis on family and similar challenges to keep
culture and language alive and relevant to our
young people. Keeping culture and language for
future generations is very important.
In Cooper Pedy I found a small but vibrant Sri Lankan
community isolated from local Aboriginal people but
keen to make contact and I thought once again that
more effort needs to be made by both Reconciliation
Australia and Recognise to engage with Australia’s
large and highly diversified immigrant communities.
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The intake of large numbers of immigrants since
World War II has increasingly made Australia
more ethnically and culturally diverse. Post-war
immigrants from diverse backgrounds preferred
to settle in larger cities due to the presence of
their networks and other ethnic communities on
one hand, and the fear of unknown in rural and
regional localities plus the lack of employment
opportunities on the other hand. Many members
of such backgrounds have been upwardly mobile
in terms of various professions and businesses
over the generations and a few have entered the
Anglo-Celtic power core after becoming prominent
in a given field, or due to their influence in ethnocultural communities. Thus, while the core power is
in the hands of the Anglo-Celtic Australian majority
in relation to key institutions, those from the ethnic
and multicultural periphery have been able to find
employment and in certain circumstances important
public positions over the decades. One example is
the appointment of the state governor in Victoria
from the Burgher community not so long ago.
However, the Aboriginal representation in the
parliament is still non-existent because the electoral
system works on the basis of ‘majority vote’ and
candidates from Aboriginal backgrounds are not
able to muster the necessary majority vote in a
given electorate. In the senate however, there have
been instances when senators from Aboriginal
backgrounds served for a term or more. A recent
example is a candidate from the Australian Greens
party who served as a senator. Currently, there
is a serving member of the federal parliament
elected from the Australian Liberal party. By way
of comparison, there have been one, perhaps
two, examples of Sri Lankan parliamentarians in
state legislatures, but thus far, there has been no
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member of parliament at the federal level with a Sri
Lankan background.
With such a political system and a process where
the Anglo-Celtic Australians from the majority
community control power at the national and state
levels, immigrants of various backgrounds find it
difficult to participate in the mainstream political
process unless they become active members of a
recognised political party –large or small. This applies
equally to Aboriginal and Torres Straight Islander
Australians. Although there are a few examples of
those from South Asian countries becoming active
members of parties, to my knowledge, no significant
personality has emerged as yet who plays a key role
in any of the mainstream political parties. There is a
general reluctance on the part of South Asians to
get involved in the political processes at federal,
state or local government levels.
Instead, they engage in social and cultural activities
in their own communities and through such activities,
they not only gain a personal cultural experience
following age-old traditions, but also respect and
self-affirmation from the rest of the ethno-national
community. To facilitate this, there are cultural
validation processes from specific ethno-national
communities utilising cultural themes, symbols,
stories, costumes and insignia, for example, drama,
concerts, religious festivals. Cultural practices
create spaces for members of such communities to
closely interact with the rest of the members for a
common purpose if they so wish. Among Sri Lankan
immigrants, there is, however, a large number who
do not get involved in Sri Lankan cultural events
and activities partly because they feel that they are
already integrated with the Australian way of life, or
partly because they do not possess the necessary
culture capital due to culture loss.
One reason for the non-involvement of South Asians
in the political process as active players is partly
due to the fact that they consider themselves ‘as
guests’ in the new country for many years until
they settle down and become familiar with the
processes, institutions and norms. To be successful
in politics, South Asian immigrants need to be
able to campaign among the majority Anglo-Celtic

Australians and other immigrants. This requires
better communication skills, public speaking skills,
and grounding in society where they come into
contact with others in professional or civic capacity.

Monocultural and
Multicultural communities
Among the majority Anglo Australians with English
heritage, or Irish, Welsh or Scottish-Australians
and even those from mainland European countries
other than the UK, there are those who are exposed
to ethnic and cultural diversities (which I call
multicultural Australians) and those who are not so
exposed (which I call monocultural Australians).
This categorisation applies equally to those from
Asian countries.
Multicultural Australians have acquired a taste of
multiculturalism due to various factors. Some have
married a person from a different country, ethnicity
and culture. Some have gone to school together or
worked together so they have developed a capacity
to understand different life styles and appreciate
them. Others have travelled in various countries due
to personal interest or to visit someone from another
country they met in Australia.
In the private sector, business partners and intercountry business relationships can lead to such
empathy. In the professional world also, there
are opportunities for inter -personal contact and
establishing networks, which lead to opening their
eyes and ears to different cultures. In some families,
children become close friends with children from
other countries and cultures. In some cases such
relationships end up in cross-cultural marriages.
Some read multicultural literature or view arts
exhibitions or belong to multicultural groups such
as Harmony Groups in major cities or regional
towns. Some meet people from different countries
and cultures at children’s sporting events. Others
actually meet such people when they play tennis,
cricket or golf.
Most of all, many Australians from the mainstream
start to appreciate different cultures after tasting
food in speciality restaurants maintained by
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entrepreneurs from various ethnic communities.
These include Chinese, Mediterranean, Indian,
Japanese and Sri Lankan. Ethnic programs
available via the Special Broadcasting Service
channel or the Australian Broadcasting Service
make a significant contribution to the raising of
awareness in this area.
The monocultural category of Australians are those
who stick to their own nationality-ethnicity or cultural
groupings and lifestyle practices without wanting
much exposure to multicultural diversity or wanting
to acquire one. They tend to appreciate what they
inherited or acquired through their families, schools,
work places, neighbourhoods and sporting clubs,
mingle with their exclusive groups of family and
friends, and enjoy life in that way. Such cultural
exclusivity generate and maintain narrow views
about the culturally different others and such views
can be heard often via talk back radio programs in
the cities and towns across Australia.
Members of such backgrounds require immigrants
from other cultural backgrounds and Aboriginal
Australians to ‘assimilate’ into their own way of
life and consider Australia as a Christian country
with Anglo-Celtic heritage. Yet they rarely discuss
the difficulties new immigrants and Indigenous
Australians may face in doing so due to the lack
of avenues available or their own cultural barriers.
Neither they have a good understanding about
the need to actively facilitate such assimilation
by inviting and including new immigrants and
Indigenous people in otherwise somewhat exclusive
clubs and societies.
While they do not actively encourage these groups
to actively join their inner clubs and societies, there
is ‘no official barrier’ to joining. For example in the
country town that my family and I live, there are clubs
such as the Rotary club, Lions club, Ex Services
club, and many more. Once joined, members
develop an appreciation of the others, as they then
become part of the same identity group, based on
service to the community and around a shared ideal.
Entering such clubs and societies is paramount for
immigrants from Asian backgrounds to be able to
link up with monoculturally-bent Australians and
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in the process remove parochial attitudes existing
in their minds, if any. The same is equally valid for
Aboriginal Australians.
In contrast to monocultural Australians, those
in the multicultural category develop hybrid
identities, practices, norms and values through
their engagement with the culturally different
people from immigrant backgrounds or Indigenous
Australians. Such hybridity can be seen most
vividly in intercultural marriages of their own or
their children’s or in cross-country adoptions. Such
marriages necessarily involve various compromises
on the apart of the spouses, children and their
extended families.
Similar to the multiculturalism of Indigenous
Australians, Asian immigrants come from diverse
and significantly distinct cultural backgrounds.
Chinese, Japanese, Indian, South East Asian,
South Asian communities and others belong in
the Asian immigrant community. Very often in the
popular Australian discourse, ‘Asians’ is a term
used to refer to all Asians lumped together as if they
all share common characteristics. This however
hides the complexity and diversity existing among
Asians in Australia. Asian ethnic and/or nationality
communities in Australia are highly segregated and
interactions among them are also not necessarily
close unless families and children develop close
links via neighbourhood elations, schooling, work,
market, professional and service contacts etc.
Asian does not necessarily mean closeness among
each other. There is a high level of differentiation
among the Asian immigrant community in Australia
in many ways. Some may even go to the extent
of saying that there is a degree of racism and
discrimination involving Asians vs. Asians. This is the
result of monocultural Asians continuing to maintain
a culturally exclusive perspective. Among such
people are monocultural Sri Lankans who look at the
rest from a highly ethnically and culturally biased
perspective. Yet when they are subjected to racism
or discrimination from similarly monoculturally
biased others in the Australian community, they tend
to criticise it as unacceptable and raise all kinds
of accusations.

What this shows is that ethno-cultural diversity
brought about by immigration, cross-cultural
marriage and other means creates positive and not
so positive effects in the day-to-day life. Though
most Australians label Australia as the best country
to live in, if one looks at the more deeper issues
pertaining to the constitution of society, governance,
cultural life, and the space available for living a
free and peaceful life, there are subtle and not so
subtle differences that tend to create dominantsubordinate relations at a systemic and institutional
levels. Such differences also create social and
cultural cleavages among individuals, families and
communities where there are no relations at all.
The overall system accommodates monocultural
and multicultural citizens as well so that they can
co-exist. Australia thus cannot be characterised as
totally monocultural or totally multicultural society.
It can best be characterised as consisting of a
monocultural core and a multicultural periphery with
some capacity for individuals and families to enter
the core through business, professions, politics
as well as the membership of various clubs and
societies. Cultural exclusivism as well as cultural
inclusiveness exist among Anglo-Celtic as well as
many immigrant communities.
Note: Those who want to know about the lives of
Burghers and Tamils, please read the articles
by James, Jupp in The Australian People,
Cambridge University Press, 2nd edition, 2002
and The Encyclopaedia of the Sri Lankan Diaspora
edited by Peter Reeves, 2014. There are also
numerous individual publications on Sri Lankans
in Australia. Victor Melder library in Melbourne is a
good repository.
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Anthony Martin Fernando (1864-1949):

an Aboriginal Activist in London and Europe
Professor Fiona Paisley

Professor Fiona Paisley is a
cultural historian in the School
of Humanities at Griffith
University, Brisbane. Her
work concerns progressive
international
networks
in
Australia, Britain and the
Pacific. In the 1990s she
began researching the life of a then little-known
Aboriginal activist, Anthony Martin Fernando who
travelled to Europe and England during the first
half of the twentieth century where he protested on
behalf of the rights of his mother’s people.

As a man of Aboriginal and South Asian descent, and
as an activist for Aboriginal rights who lived overseas
during the second half of his life from the early
1900s, Anthony Martin Fernando’s story provides a
remarkable insight into an international Aboriginal
activist’s politics as well as the everyday racism
and discrimination facing people of colour living
and working in England and Europe during the
interwar years.
Quite late in life, AM Fernando revealed the surname
of his parents: they were Silvas, he declared, when
interviewed by an Italian policeman in Rome in 1925.
In contrast, ‘Fernando’, he explained, was the name
he had adopted in honour of the Italian people he
worked among soon after leaving Australia in the
early twentieth century. Thus Anthony Martin was
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likely the child of an Aboriginal woman and a South
Asian sailor (perhaps a man from Sri Lanka where
Silva is a common family name), who may well have
jumped ship in the mid-1800s to make a new life
in Australia.
Other than his surname, Fernando offered no other
comment about his father. He emphasised instead
the importance of his maternal heritage. According
to his own testimony, he had been born in the 1860s
to an Aboriginal mother in Woolloomooloo, on
Sydney Harbour. After a period of time as a child
in the company of missionaries, he returned to his
people only to find that she had since passed away.
She remained his guide, however, and throughout
his life her memory inspired the series of innovative
political protests Fernando made mostly from
overseas during the second half of his life.
Another key influence in Fernando’s activist career
was his staunch Catholicism, probably inherited
from his parents and reinforced by the missionaries
he knew as a young person. Equally central to
Fernando’s worldview was his belief that European
Australia had failed in its responsibility to uphold the
standards of British civilization. Fernando blamed
Britain for the poor treatment of Aboriginal Australia,
and focused his anger on the British people when
protesting Australian conditions from overseas. In
this sense, he was concerned with massacres and
brutality still occurring in Northern Australia into the
1920s, rather than the emergence of Aboriginal
activist organisations burgeoning at this time in
southern Australia.
Above all, mobility and transience shaped
Fernando’s life story. He was likely already a
travelling vendor before leaving Australia, working
until middle age alongside Indian and South Asian

traders selling goods door-to-door in Western
Australia. By the early years of the twentieth
century, he witnessed police brutality towards
Aboriginal people living on the fringes of a small
mining town in central Western Australia in 1903
and this frightening experience appears to have
radicalised his outlook. Unsuccessfully appealing
for intervention by the Aboriginal Board in Perth (the
first time his own words are recorded in the archives),
Fernando left for good, seemingly persuaded
that achieving reform from within Australia was
impossible. He next appears in the archives as a
resident in lodgings in Vienna and from there, living
and working in various cities in Europe and England
as a welder or labourer, a street trader, toy seller
and sometime manservant, surviving racism and
everyday violence, two world wars, imprisonment,
the Depression, and only finally succumbing to illhealth, mental instability and ultimately old age in
the late 1940s. He died in London but his burial site
is still unknown.
There are many gaps in the record concerning
Fernando’s life and death (particularly those
first four decades in Australia) and we have no
photographs of him. But we do have a number of
remarkable descriptions of his appearance, his
personality and his political activities from various
contemporary documents, including personal
letters sent between supportive and sympathetic
British Australians who knew him in London (many
of them also active in promoting Aboriginal rights).
Several official reports about Fernando also exist as
he came to the attention of police several times for
his protests – for example, in Italy where he was
arrested in 1925 for handing out flyers against
Aboriginal maltreatment to international visitors at
the great cathedral of St Peter’s in Rome.
In older age, Fernando appeared in court twice in
London having assaulted white men he accused of
racism (arguably another form of political protest).
His testimony in court and some small notebooks
in which he documented his treatment on the
streets of inner London in the late 1920s provide
a disturbing insight into the ways in which ordinary
people of colour were treated. The notebooks are
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now held by the Australian Institute of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Studies in Canberra, see:
http://aiatsis.gov.au/collections/exhibitions.html
Ironically, while overseas, no one recognised
Fernando as an Aboriginal man from Australia
– unless, of course, he was protesting about
Aboriginal rights. And this he did regularly, choosing
his opportunities with care and creativity. Mobility as
a trader offered many opportunities to undertake
protests on behalf of the Aborigines of Australia.
And during his life overseas, Fernando protested
not only outside St Peter’s in Rome, but also through
the pages of a Swiss newspaper, from Hyde Park
Corner in London and, most poignantly, by wearing
a coat strewn with skeletons representing his
people in a regular picket outside Australia House,
the home of the Australian High Commission on
the Strand.
According to Fernando’s notebooks, he faced the
relentless racism as a non-white immigrant from the
colonial world living and working in Britain (usually
assumed to be from India or Africa). His worst
treatment often came from fellow working class men
and women who apparently saw no reason to hide
their contempt for an old and impoverished man
of colour.
Three conclusions can be drawn from the level of
bigotry Fernando found on the streets of London.
Firstly, he was competing for survival with the stall
holders in street markets who were often Jewish
women and men, themselves the targets of AntiSemitism. Secondly, while Fernando described a
street culture during the Depression in which racial
taunting and threats of violence were everyday
occurrences, not everyone was hostile towards him.
Fernando was treated with respect and sympathy
by many of those who met him and were moved by
his account of brutality in Australia and persuaded
by his accusations of cruelty in England. Leading
among them was an English lawyer who befriended
Fernando following his incarceration as a civilian
detainee in Austria during World War One and who
remained his supporter, regularly coming to his aid
and helping to finance his final years in an old aged
men’s home. Thirdly, Fernando was himself ‘racist’
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in his expression of anti-Jewish sentiment, typical
among Catholics of this era and rampant in England.
Despite the racism he experienced, Fernando
persisted in making his presence as an Aboriginal
man known on the city streets of Europe and
England. His remarkable story of resilience and
bravery tells us not only about one man’s response
to the treatment of Aboriginal people in outback
Australia and the racism he experienced as a
coloured immigrant on London streets. It also tells
us about the interconnections between the two
histories as they were lived out by one individual.
In his lifetime, Fernando experienced racism and
injustice as an Aboriginal man while in Australia, and
then as an ex-colonial immigrant during the second
half of his life in England and Europe. Fernando
made the connection between the two parts of his
life as a critic of colonialism. He warned that cruelty
and violence wherever it occurs can only corrupt,
as the injustices faced by the weakest in society are
the injustices faced by all.
As an Indigenous man from settler colonial Australia
with connections to South Asia through his father, his
life story stands as an example of the ways in which
immigrant diasporas and Indigenous histories may
be necessarily distinct but can become intertwined.
Whether at the interpersonal level of biography or in
a larger sense of world history, Fernando’s activism
stands as an important example of the ways in which
Australia has always been complicated by complex
intersections between Indigenous, immigrant, and
settler histories. His story confounds straightforward
assumptions about arrivals and departures, and
helps to undermine any simple dichotomy we might
assume between being at home and being an
outsider in another land.

Raj Nagi, Painting – National
Museum of Australia, Copyright
2007. A portrait of Anthony Martin
Fernando wearing his skeletondecorated coat. His coat was
representing ‘what the Australian
government has done to my
people’. As there are no known
photographs of Fernando, the
artist did not include the whole
face in the imagined portrait.
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Australian Capital Territory
ACT Multicultural Council Inc.
PO Box 5026 Chisolm ACT 2905
P: 0404 004 925
E: mithunka@gmail.com

New South Wales
Ethnic Communities’ Council of NSW
221 Cope St Waterloo NSW 2017
P: 02 9384 3100
F: 02 9319 4229
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W: www.mcww.org.au
Young & District Multicultural
Association Inc.
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Queensland
Ethnic Communities Council of Qld
253 Boundary Street West End
QLD 4101
PO Box 5916 West End QLD 4101
P: 07 3844 9166
F: 07 3846 4453
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Ethnic Communities Council of
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F: 07 3809 2168
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Townsville Intercultural Centre
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W: www.townsville-mrc.org

South Australia
Multicultural Communities’ Council
of South Australia Inc.
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P: 08 8345 5266
F: 08 8345 5277
E: mccsa@mccsa.org.au
W: www.mccsa.org.au

Tasmania
Multicultural Council of Tasmania
McDougall Building
Ellerslie Road Battery Point TAS 7000
PO Box 798 Hobart TAS 7001
P: 03 6231 5067
F: 03 6231 5069
E: mcot@tassie.net.au
W: www.mcot.org.au

Victoria
Ethnic Communities’ Council
of Victoria
Statewide Resources Centre
150 Palmerston St Carlton VIC 3053
P: 03 9349 4122
F: 03 9349 4967
E: eccv@eccv.org.au
W: www.eccv.org.au

Diversitat (Geelong Ethnic Communities’
Council)
153 Pakington Street
Geelong West VIC 3218
P: 03 5221 6044
F: 03 5223 2848
E: diversitat@diversitat.org.au
W: www.diversitat.org.au
Ballarat Regional Multicultural Council
Golden Point Cultural & Learning Centre,
Cnr Grant & English Sts
Golden Point VIC 3350
PO Box 1418 Bakery Hill VIC 3354
P: 03 5332 5941
F: 03 5332 5944
E: admin@brmc.org.au
W: www.brmc.org.au
Sunraysia Mallee Ethnic Communities’
Council Inc.
38-40 Madden Avenue Mildura VIC 3500
PO Box 1213 Mildura VIC 3502
P: 03 5022 1006
F: 03 5021 2450
E: dean@smecc.org.au
W: www.smeccin.com.au
Ethnic Council of Shepparton & District
158 Welsford St Shepparton VIC 3632
PO Box 585 Shepparton VIC 3632
P: 03 58312395
F: 03 5831 3764
E: ecshepp@mcmedia.com.au
W: www.ethniccouncilshepparton.com.au
Gippsland Ethnic Communities’
Council Inc.
PO Box 3492
Gippsland Mail Centre VIC 3841
P: 03 5126 2091
F: 03 5126 4027
E: gippslandEEC@gmail.com
W: www.gippslandethniccommunities
council.websyte.com.au
North East Multicultural Association
47B Reid Street Wangaratta VIC 3677
PO Box 417 Wangaratta VIC 3676
P: 03 5721 2090
E: nema@nema.org.au
W: www.nema.org.au

Western Australia
Ethnic Communities’ Council of
Western Australia
20 View Street North Perth WA 6006
P: 08 9227 5322
F: 08 9227 5460
E: eccwainfo@gmail.comu
W: www.eccwa.org.au
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Advertising in
Australian Mosaic
Magazine
Advertising in Australian Mosaic enables broad
reach to an influential audience and the ability
to effectively spread the message about your
organisation’s work with CALD communities.
Advertising costs as little as $350 +GST for
a quarter page full colour placement or up to
$1000 + GST for a full page colour placement.
Advertising in Australian Mosaic supports the
work of FECCA in promoting the interests of
CALD communities, strengthening Australian
society as a whole.
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