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TH E IM PO R T A N C E  O F FO R M A L R E C O N C IL IA T IO N

EV E L Y N  SCOTT*

In  t h e  s e c o n d  h a l f  o f  1 9 9 9 ,  t h e  C o u n c i l  f o r  A b o r i g i n a l  R e c o n c i l i a t i o n  w i l l  

e m b a r k  o n  o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  c o m p r e h e n s i v e  r o u n d s  o f  p u b l i c  c o n s u l t a t i o n  e v e r  

u n d e r t a k e n  in  t h i s  c o u n t r y .  O n  t h e  t a b le  i s  t h e  C o u n c i l ’s  c a r e f u l l y  c o n s i d e r e d  

D r a f t  D o c u m e n t  f o r  R e c o n c i l i a t i o n ,  c o n s i s t i n g  o f  a  D e c l a r a t i o n  f o r  

R e c o n c i l i a t i o n ,  a s  w e l l  a s  a  s e t  o f  N a t i o n a l  S t r a t e g i e s  t o  A d v a n c e  R e c o n c i l i a t i o n  

w h i c h  p r o v i d e  g u i d a n c e  f o r  fu t u r e  a c t io n  in  a c c o r d a n c e  w i t h  t h e  p r i n c i p l e s  a n d  

i n j u n c t i o n s  c o n t a i n e d  in  t h e  D e c l a r a t io n .  T h e  c o n s u l t a t i o n s  w i l l  s e e k  t o  e n g a g e  

a l l  s e c t o r s  o f  A u s t r a l i a n  s o c i e t y  in  t h e  t a s k  o f  p r o d u c i n g  a  f i n a l  D o c u m e n t  

c a p a b l e  o f  w h o l e h e a r t e d  e n d o r s e m e n t  b y  t h e  p e o p l e  a n d  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t s  o f  t h e  

n a t io n .  T h e  C o u n c i l  b e l i e v e s  th a t  t h i s  p r o c e s s  m u s t  b e  c o m p l e t e d  in  t i m e  f o r  t h e  

D o c u m e n t  t o  b e c o m e  a  p o w e r f u l  s y m b o l  o f  A u s t r a l i a ’s  c o m m i t m e n t  t o  

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  a s  w e  e n t e r  t h e  s e c o n d  c e n t u r y  o f  t h e  F e d e r a t io n .  I t  s h o u l d  b e  a  

m a j o r  h i g h l i g h t  o f  t h e  c e n t e n a r y  o f  F e d e r a t io n  c e l e b r a t i o n s ,  b e c a u s e  o f  i t s  a b i l i t y  

t o  u n i t e  a n d  u p l i f t  t h e  n a t i o n  a n d  t o  c o n f i r m  A u s t r a l i a ’s  m a t u r e  s t a t u s  a s  a  

c i v i l i s e d  d e m o c r a c y .

I. TH E D O C U M E N T  IN  C O N TEX T

A n  a g r e e d  d o c u m e n t  o f  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  w o u l d  n o t  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  e n d  o f  

A u s t r a l ia ' s  s e a r c h  f o r  g e n u i n e  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  b e t w e e n  i t s  I n d i g e n o u s  a n d  n o n -  

I n d i g e n o u s  p e o p l e s .  T o o  m a n y  t h i n g s  r e m a in  t o  b e  d o n e  b e f o r e  w e  c a n  s a y  w e  

h a v e  a c h i e v e d  t r u e  a n d  l a s t i n g  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n .  T h e  C o u n c i l  b e l i e v e s  d e b a t e  

s h o u l d  c o n t i n u e  a b o u t  o t h e r  i s s u e s  n o t  d i r e c t ly  d e a l t  w i t h  in  t h e  D o c u m e n t ,  s u c h  

a s  i n c r e a s e d  I n d i g e n o u s  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  in  A u s t r a l i a n  p a r l ia m e n t s ,  s e l f -  

d e t e r m in a t io n ,  a n d  r e c o g n i t i o n  a n d  r e s p e c t  f o r  I n d i g e n o u s  p e o p l e s  in  a  p r e a m b le  

t o  t h e  A u s t r a l i a n  C o n s t i t u t i o n .  B u t ,  a s  a  c r u c ia l  s t e p  o n  t h e  j o u r n e y  t o w a r d s  

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n ,  t h e  D o c u m e n t  o f  R e c o n c i l i a t i o n  w i l l  b e c o m e  a  b e a c o n ,  a t  o n c e  

p r o c l a i m i n g  a  n a t i o n a l  c o m m i t m e n t  a n d  l i g h t i n g  t h e  p a t h  a h e a d  f o r  a l l  

A u s t r a l i a n s  a n d  t h e i r  g o v e r n m e n t s .  T h i s  d o c u m e n t  w i l l  r e p r e s e n t  a  c o n c l u s i o n

Chairperson, Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation.
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on ly  in the sen se that it w ill end the d ecad e-lon g  form al p rocess o f  recon cilia tion  
that Parliam ent asked  the C ou n cil for A boriginal R econ cilia tion  to su pervise. In 
the Pream ble to the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation Act 1991 (C th) (“the 
A c t”), Parliam ent n oted  that there had never b een  a form al p rocess o f  
recon cilia tion  in A ustralia  d esp ite the d isp o ssessio n  and d ispersal o f  m any  
A boriginal and Torres Strait Islander p eop le  from  their traditional lands after 
m any thousands o f  years o f  occup an cy . Parliam ent unan im ou sly  agreed that it 
w as ‘m ost d esirab le’ that such recon cilia tion  be ach ieved  b y  the centenary o f  
Federation, and created the C ou n cil for A boriginal R econ cilia tion  to prom ote the 
process. S ection  6 (1 ) o f  the A ct listed  the functions o f  the C ou n cil, in c lud ing  
tw o  su b-clauses m ost relevant to th is d iscu ssion . T hey  were:

(g) to consult Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders and the wider Australian 
Cominunity on whether reconciliation would be advanced by a formal document or 
formal documents of reconciliation; and

(h) after that consultation, to report to the Minister on the views of Aborigines and 
Torres Strait Islanders and of the wider Australian community as to whether such a 
document or documents would benefit the Australian community as a whole, and if 
the Council considers that there would be such a benefit, to make recommendations 
to the Minister on the nature and content of, and manner of giving effect to, such a 
document or documents.

S in ce the A ct w as passed , the C ou n cil has m et its m andate across a very broad  
front. It has prom oted  the goa ls o f  recon cilia tion  at all lev e ls  o f  governm ent, in  
the other institutions o f  soc iety , and in loca l com m unities all over the country. 
M u ch  progress has b een  m ade tow ards genuine recon cilia tion . T he C ou n cil 
b e liev es  that today there is a real m ovem en t tow ards recon cilia tion  am ong  
ordinary A ustralian p eop le . It b e liev es  that a sim ilar m om entum  has either  
em erged, or is em erging, at the institutional lev e l (am ong state and loca l 
governm ents, ed ucation  system s, churches, union  and em ployer b od ies and k ey  
com m unity  organ isations) and at the individual enterprise lev e l in the private  
sector. T h ese are very p o sitiv e  d evelop m en ts, and the national endorsem ent o f  a 
D eclaration  for R econ cilia tion  w ou ld  act as a m ajor ’slingshot', p rop ellin g  those  
d evelop m en ts into the tw enty-first century w ith  renew ed  force.

T ech n ica lly , C ou n cil has probably already m et the docum ent con su ltation  
requirem ents o f  s 6 (1 ). It has d iscu ssed  all aspects o f  the d ocum ent issu e  
ex ten siv e ly  w ith  A T SIC , w ith  other Indigenous organisations, w ith  w ider  
com m unity  b o d ies  and, o f  course, w ith  the A ustralian p eop le  in  preparation for 
the A ustralian R econ cilia tion  C on ven tion  in  1997. A t that con ven tion , 
participants urged the C ou n cil to produce a national docum ent or d ocum ents in  
tim e for the centenary o f  Federation. A t around the sam e tim e, the C ou n cil 
rece ived  the results o f  a national op in ion  survey w h ich  found, inter alia , that 
m ore than three-quarters o f  A ustralian p eop le  approved the idea o f  a national 
docum ent. T he C ou n cil, ob v iou sly , has con clu d ed  that a national d ocum ent 
w ou ld  ind eed  advance recon cilia tion . It is n o w  exten din g  its con su ltative  
function  to ensure that the m axim um  num ber o f  p eop le  have an opportunity to  
contribute to the final form  and content o f  the docum ent.
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II. THE DECLARATION FOR RECONCILIATION

Speaking with one voice, we the people of Australia, of many origins as we are, 
make a commitment to go on together recognising the gift of one another's presence.

We value the unique status of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as the 
original owners and custodians of traditional lands and waters.

We respect and recognise continuing customary laws, beliefs and traditions.

And through the land and its first peoples, we may taste this spirituality and rejoice 
in its grandeur.

We acknowledge this land was colonised without the consent of the original 
inhabitants.

Our nation must have the courage to own the truth, to heal the wounds of its past so 
that we can move on together at peace with ourselves.

And so we take this step: as one part of the nation expresses its sorrow and 
profoundly regrets the injustices of the past, so the other part accepts the apology 
and forgives.

Our new journey then begins. We must learn our shared history, walk together and 
grow together to enrich our understanding.

We desire a future where all Australians enjoy equal rights and share opportunities 
and responsibilities according to their aspirations.

And so, we pledge ourselves to stop injustice, address disadvantage and respect the 
right of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples to determine their own 
destinies.

Therefore, we stand proud as a united Australia that respects this land of ours, 
values the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander heritage, and provides justice and 
equity for all.

T he C ouncil's draft D eclaration  for R econ cilia tion  covers, in ju st 11 short 
paragraphs, the issu es  that the C ouncil b e liev es  are essen tia l to a robust and  
m eanin gfu l statem ent o f  th is nation's p osition . It w as fe lt that the p eo p le  should  
be g iven  an opportunity to com m ent on the proposals b efore the C ou n cil m akes  
its form al recom m en dation s to governm ent. There are som e p oin ts in  the  
N ation al D eclaration  that are lik e ly  to stim ulate som e liv e ly  debate in the public  
arena; and the C ou n cil w ill w e lco m e such  debate as lon g  as it rem ains 
con structive and appreciates the h istoric s ign ifican ce o f  w hat is proposed . T he  
C ou n cil a lso  b e lie v e s  that paragraphs 9 and 10 o f  the D eclaration  for 
R econ cilia tion  are very  im portant statem ents o f  com m itm ent to the restoration o f  
b asic  rights to A ustralia's Indigenous p eop les. T he C ou n cil h op es and exp ects  
that in any debate on  the draft, it w ill be a g iven  that A boriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander p eo p les  do n ot en joy  the fu ll m easure o f  the b asic rights o f  c itizen sh ip , 
let a lone their rights as the original custod ians o f  the country. Paragraphs 9 and  
10 are a lso  the principal foundation  o f  the secon d  part o f  the D eclaration  for 
R econ cilia tion , the N ation a l Strategies.
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III. THE NATIONAL STRATEGIES TO ADVANCE 
RECONCILIATION

T he draft N ation al Strategies provide gu id elin es for future action  in  four key  
areas. A s  the introduction to the Strategies states, the d evelop ed  Strategies w ill  
"map out the steps w e  m ust take as w e w ork together tow ards a recon ciled  
nation". "By supporting th ese strategies," the docum ent continues, "governm ents, 
b u sin esses, organ isations and ind ividuals from  both  A boriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander p eo p les  and the w id er com m unity  can m ake practical com m itm ents to  
recon cilia tion ” . Partnerships b etw een  all sectors o f  our com m unity  are the b est 
w ay  to ensure that the D eclaration  for R econ cilia tion  b ecom es a reality  in 
p eople's liv es . Space d oes not perm it a fu ll d iscu ssion  o f  the Strategies here, but 
b riefly  th ey  are:

1. A  N ation al Strategy for E con om ic Independence, to facilitate greater 
eco n o m ic  indep en d en ce and self-relian ce in the liv es  o f  A borig inal and  
Torres Strait Islander p eop les.

2. A  N ation al Strategy to A ddress A boriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
D isad vantage, w h ich  b uilds on the first strategy and seek s to ach ieve  
better ou tcom es, from  both  governm ent and n on-governm ent serv ices, 
in the fie ld s o f  health, education , em ploym ent, h ousing, law  and ju stice .

3. A  N ation al Strategy to Prom ote R ecogn ition  o f  A boriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander R ights, w h ich  w ill focu s on  the rights o f  In digenous  
p eo p les  both  as c itizen s such  as participation in d ecision -m ak ing , 
equality  o f  soc ia l and econ om ic con d itions etc and as the original 
custod ians o f  A ustralia  w ith  a continuing cultural heritage, inc lu d in g  a 
unique relationsh ip  w ith  the land and w aters o f  Australia.

4. A  N ation al Strategy to Sustain  the R econ cilia tion  P rocess, w h ich  w ill  
seek  to m aintain  the strength o f  the ex istin g  p eo p le ’s m ovem en t for 
recon cilia tion , encourage institutions and groups to estab lish  
appropriate p rotoco ls and sym b ols o f  recon cilia tion , and seek  
recogn ition  o f  the D eclaration  for R econ cilia tion  in  the C onstitu tions o f  
the C om m onw ealth , States and Territories.

IV. THE NEXT STEPS

T he C ou n cil has estab lished  a rigorous m ech anism  to ensure that all feed back  
from  the pub lic  consu ltations on  the draft docum ent is recorded and analysed  in  
order to inform  the C ouncil's w ork  on a final draft. T he C ou n cil w ill launch its 
final prop osals about a d ocum ent at a m ajor public event to b e h eld  in  S yd n ey  in  
M ay 2 0 0 0 , w h ich  is ju st four m onths b efore the O lym pic G am es and som e seven  
m onths b efore the actual centenary o f  Federation on 1 January 2 0 0 1 , w h ich  is  
also  the date on  w h ich  the C ouncil it s e lf  ceases to ex ist. In the w eek s and
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m onths after the event, the C ou n cil w ill continue to seek  the support and  
com m itm ent o f  all A ustralians and their representative b od ies to the princip les  
and strategies set out in its final docum ent proposals. T he C ou n cil m ay estab lish  
registers w h ich  w ill enable ind ividuals, groups and organisations to form ally  
record their support and com m itm ent.


