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Conquering Indigenous Economic Disadvantage

I would like to commence my paper by firstly acknowledging the traditional owners, the Tirrabal and Jaggera peoples, whose land we are meeting on today for this focal Indigenous Economies Symposium.

I also pay my respect to our elders, past and present, and acknowledge the wonderful work they have done in providing the foundation, through toil and sacrifice, for the successes we enjoy today.

Joseph Addison (May 1, 1672 – June 17, 1719) English politician and writer once said: "The man who will live above his present circumstances, is in great danger of soon living beneath them.”
 
Addison’s famous quote very much sums up the way the vast majority of Indigenous Australians, from time to time, teeters on the edge of the precipice. The allure of keeping up with the Jones is a magnetism that is too addictive for many to ignore.

I’m sure most Australians, Indigenous people included, would love to take advantage of a 12-months interest free loan on the latest 127cm LG plasma flat screen television set or a number of impressive and equally essential household white good items that would look good in their humble abode.

And who wouldn’t want to upgrade to the latest commodore executive – Australia’s newest billion dollar baby – on the guarantee from a car sales rep that a deal can be done that wouldn’t significantly increase their existing monthly car repayments.

“Just sign on the dotted line and it will all be yours’, are words that have resonated far too often during our adult lives and for some, may still have currency with existing ongoing business negotiations.

And then you wait with bated-breath with your partner whilst the poignant words from the conceited agent; “I’ll just put a call through in the next office to do a quick credit reference check”, still hangs in the air and sets heart rates racing in an unhealthy trajectory.

40 long palm sweating minutes and a few more signatures later you depart the impressive show room with your gleaming new car that will make you the envy of your street. 

But before you have time to familiarise yourself with all its outstanding features and to clock high kilometre readings with trips aimed at impressing family members and friends in other localities, your first monthly repayment date arrives, almost by stealth, and reality sets in as you sit perplexed surrounded by competing bills.

Did I overcommit?

The last couple of years have also seen an upsurge in applications for home loans, especially from first home owners who seek to take advantage of the attractive government grant - aimed principally at maintaining steady growth in the building industry.

I’m sure there are many amongst us today who have taken up the offer – my beautiful wife Rhonda, sitting in the audience today, and I certainly have.

But buyers beware because taking on what looks like an offer too good to refuse; low interests rates, may well turn out to be a purchase made with myriad unexplained traps that ambitious consumers may have difficulty navigating over the next 25 years. 

One slip in navigating the terms of the contract can have a profound impact not only on their financial bottom line but also their mental state.

Will the latest interest rate rise prematurely force them to downsize or go back to renting?

If you think this is taking it to the extreme, have a look at the United States mortgage crisis that has hit world markets hard in recent weeks. 

Most business and social commentary have focused on the United States Subprime loans that are taken up by borrowers with a deficient credit history, who would not qualify for standard loans.

As you could expect the loans carry a greater risk for the lender but also offer greater profits, as they charge higher interest rates.

These loans are analogous to a bank or credit union in Australia providing 110% line of credit on a $300,000 property – the total loan without a deposit plus an incentive of a further 10% or $30,000 to fit out the home; beds, fridge, lounge suite, washing machine etc.

Sounds too good to refuse – well guess what – it was and today there are many communities in the United States that have suburban streets littered with for-sale signs that run as far as the eye can see.

So yes – back in Australia – the message is simple; buyers beware.

Angst, stress, disquiet, foreboding are just a few words that will come to mind when appraising one’s choices in life that has been precipitated by the desire to keep up with the Jones.

But most Indigenous people don’t own a new car or a mortgage so how relevant are these words to a typical Indigenous household?

I say the words are most applicable as there is no comparative dissimilarity for the majority of cases: if the middle and upper class Indigenous households are having difficulty in keeping their heads above the flood of bills that flow through their door every month - then I believe it’s reasonable to surmise that those less financial within our communities will endure equivalent experiences managing their smaller family budgets.

It you think they are doing it any better in their rented home try asking them how easy it is to put food on the table for their expanding family, buy their children school clothes, sports uniforms, pay the electricity bill and be prepared to find that little bit extra when unannounced family members visit and stay a night or week too long.

Ask the family living on a basic wage or are in receipt of welfare payments how they manage to find money for their entertainment, personal grooming on top of addressing competing interests to cultural teaching from the Xbox 360, PSP3, ipod and the latest mobile phone advertisements on the television that their demanding teenage children insist are ‘must have’ items.

My head’s already swirling with income/expenditure reconciliation statements going through my mind - and to think I haven’t even factored in the insatiable habits that chew up disposable incomes faster than anything else; the addiction of alcohol, gambling and illicit drugs that are not unfamiliar to many low income families.

Welcome to the 21st Century. 

Affluent and poor Indigenous families alike, living in diverse communities around the nation, will have to either adjust to the demands of today’s taxing economy through trial and error or succumb to the strains – collapse - and become yet another dysfunctional family statistic for the government.

The report ‘Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage – Key Indicators 2005’ shows that in 2002 real gross weekly equivalised household income for Indigenous people was $394 which is lower on average than non-Indigenous people at $665. Home ownership, an important economic indicator of wealth and saving, for Indigenous people is much lower at 27% than for non-Indigenous people at 74%.

So what happened?

Are we victims of colonisation and the evolving capitalist social order over the past 219 years or are we a product of our inability to adapt, restructure and re-educate.

To answer this question we must revisit our past in order to explain how we have arrived at our present predicament.

For most of us here today - academics and students alike - there is nothing more frustrating than to read prominent publications of non-Indigenous authors who insist that we are a race of people who arrived in Australia from elsewhere?

A common theme adopted by eminent anthropologist is that the most probable time for the earliest human landfall in Australia is generally considered to be the period of low sea level (about 70 m below the present sea-level) that occurred about 70 000 years ago.

Globally, scientist talk in terms of 2 million years when human beings – known as hominids – lived mainly in the lands now called Kenya, Tanzania and Ethiopia. One early record has been uncovered in Tanzania where 2 adults and a child were walking on top of volcanic ash softened by recent rain. Their footprints then were baked by the sun and slowly covered by layers of earth. The footprints, definitely human, are at least 

3,600,000 years old.

Professor Eric Willmot offers the most indispensable explanation of our origin; that there is no DNA evidence linking Aboriginal people to any other race on this planet.
 And despite its inspiring simplicity the informed observation of the former rodeo rider and Queensland academic is still an unfathomable notion for the majority of historians to accept.

I’ll let those so called distinguished academics seeking to find an alternate rationalization on our derivation to continue their fruitless literary pursuits as I maintain my standpoint from the stories of my ancestors. 

In Aboriginal mythology, Dreamtime or the Dreaming, we speak of great Spirits, like the giant Serpents (I call mine the Mondeegudda), that came from beneath the ground, and as they pushed upward created huge ridges, mountains and gorges. Others came from the sky, or from distant places making their epic journeys across the land, creating rivers, trees, and rocks, and naming plants and animals as sacred species for their descendants.

These Dreaming stories are generic narratives that sing in concert for all Aboriginal Australians who are as diverse in disposition as their geographic variation on a national land mass of 7,682,395 sq km.

Aboriginal cosmology, then, posits a metaphysical discontinuity, a duality, between men and powers, the latter having shaped the landscape in which the former dwell, formed the species with which they coexist and off which they live, and instituted the plan of life to which they conformed.

A populace of 750,000 representing 300 distinct tribes, speaking the same number of languages and twice as many dialects, lived a relatively peaceful coexistence with each other under similar lores passed down orally to them through the generations since the beginning of time.

How brutally disarming it must have been for the Eora people on Gadigal land as they set eyes on the floating parade of ships of the first fleet as they straggled their way into Botany Bay on 18, 19 and 20 January 1788.

Aboriginal people, isolated for thousands of years from the diseases which had raged through Europe and Asia, had no resistance. They had no immune system; no defence. And the disease carried by the sailors and convicts – smallpox, syphilis and influenza – were deadly. In less than a year over half the Aboriginal population living in the Sydney basin had died from smallpox.

In the nineteenth century the dispossession of Aborigines was achieved by naked force. In most part of the countries little was done by governments for the surviving populations, beyond the distribution of rations and blankets to some of the indigent and elderly. Aboriginal legal status at this time was to be analogous to that of children or the insane.

Most states adopted legislation dealing with detribalised Aborigines between 1897 and 1915. The first major feature of the legislation was the power to restrict freedom of movement. In most states the law could compel Aborigines, either singly or in groups, to move from a town, the environs of a town or a municipal district.

As a result of this new legislative framework being implemented my paternal grandfather Albert, a proud Kullilli man whose traditional mother Trella had a consensual liaison with his Irish father with links to Lageroe, Ireland, moved his young family from western Queensland to northern New South Wales to escape the marauding police and government officials who were in search of half-caste children to remove from their families.

My maternal grandmother was a proud Kooma lady who as a young girl heard appalling stories of the treatment of her people.

In 1855, missionary William Ridley wrote about the dire situation that had developed for the Kooma people living along the Balonne River. He observed that Aboriginal people were forced from the river area where food and shelter was plentiful because their appearance frightened the cattle. Many Kooma people died of starvation whilst others who contested the unlawful occupation of the recent arrivals were killed on sight.

Linda Smith describes this period in our ghastly past with the application of the term ‘Indigenous problem’. Once Indigenous people had been rounded up and put on reserves the ‘Indigenous problem’ became embedded as a policy discourse which reached out across all aspects of a government’s attempt to control the natives. The term ‘Indigenous problem’ originates, she says, within the wider discourses of racism, sexism and other forms of positioning the Other.
 

It is these exacting words Smith explains to traditional owners how non-Indigenous people viewed them then and in many ways still does today. 

Despite the overwhelming communal devastation of loss of land and culture; included lore and language, Aboriginal people moved quickly to grasp the economic opportunities presented to them by the immovable European presence.

In the late 1860s several hundred Aboriginal people lived and worked on a series of sugar cane properties in the central Queensland coast. In successful arrangement with the owners, they worked the farms and harvested the sugar-cane crop. In return they were guaranteed security of residence on their own lands, protection from the Native Police and from depredations by other Europeans, steady and abundant supplies of food and other goods, and unimpeded use of the surrounding bush during non-harvest season.

Aboriginal people at Coranderrk in Victoria built their own houses and community dwellings, cleared, fenced and cultivated their land, and ran cattle. They won prizes for their crops and became self-sufficient less than 30 years after violent frontier contact in the area. Similar successful Aboriginal farming communities were Poonindie, near Port Lincoln in South Australia, in the 1860s and Cumeroogunga in New South Wales in the 1890s.

Mining was another area where there are several examples of Aboriginal initiatives. Kuku-Nyungkul speakers of the Annan River area of Cape York Peninsula in north Queensland were working tin-miners and, in several cases, were mining for themselves less than six years after the first European explorers appeared in the area.

In the 1950s the Pindan group in the Pilbara region of Western Australia established a series of communities based on traditional social and cultural values, but with an economy based on iron ore mining. Profits from the mining endeavours were used to purchase pastoral properties and in 1952 the group earned 50,000 pounds. 

More recently a group of Walpiri people, 300 km north-west of Alice Springs, formed a company to mine copper on their traditional lands (less than 30 years after the infamous Coniston massacre in the area).

Sadly these amazing success stories are few and far between in the literary pages of Indigenous work history. The most common stories, and the ones that are more familiar to our people, are those well documented on the Stolen Wages where pastoralist and businessmen were legally empowered to deny Indigenous people their full pay. 

Instead 75% of Indigenous wages were redirected into government coffers to build major public infrastructure such as schools, hospitals and bridges with no direct benefit then or today for those dispossessed of their income.

Cuban revolutionary leader Che Guevara said in 1968; “The laws of capitalism, invisible and blind for most people, act upon the individual without his awareness. He sees only the broadness of a horizon that appears infinite. 

In any case we can see the obstacle course which may apparently be overcome by an individual with the necessary qualities to arrive at the finish line. The reward is glimpsed in the distance and the road is solitary. Furthermore, it is a race of wolves: he who arrives does so only at the expense of the failure of others.
 

Che Guevara’s profound words of wisdom ran true for my family. Sadly, and it would also have been a familiar scenario for many Indigenous people in the audience today, the more success my family enjoyed over the decades there appeared to have been a higher level of failure and despair experienced in the same time frame by significantly higher numbers of my people from my home community who didn’t take advantage of opportunities presented.

My grandfather ran a community store in a fringe camp on the outskirts of Cunnamulla in the 1950s where he lived with over 300 other displaced traditional owners on 5 hectares of useless land that non-Indigenous people consigned my people to live on in that era.

A typical parcel of land that Aboriginal people occupied then was adjacent to the rubbish disposal dump or the sewerage treatment works. These are land non-Indigenous people would deem to offer the least capital return on their investment.

My grandfather, my dad and I lived, at separate times, in a fringe camp adjacent to the sewerage treatment works and separated by the township by the cemetery. Even the dead in Cunnamulla lived better than the Aborigines. The fringe camp had no running water whilst the cemetery had 4 taps spread evenly throughout. 

The local white people would visit their deceased family member’s grave on Sundays with a buckets and make 2 trips to the tap; one load to fill a decorative glass vase with water for the freshly picked flowers and the other to water the grass plot.

The poor old Aborigines in the nearby fringe camp had to wait until the cemetery caretaker went shopping on a Saturday before they’d roll their 40 gallon drums to the cemetery boundary fence and connect their portable hose to the closest tap to fill their drums. They would roll the drum back to their corrugated tin humpies for household consumption.

If the water ran out before the next Saturday, which was normally the case, they would have to walk 3 kilometres to the Warrego River and back to replenish their water supplies.

It was in these testing times that my grandfather had the audacity to believe he could run a grocery store on the fringe camp without running water or electricity – selling only non perishables; flour, tin meat and rice. He raised the ire of the local chambers of commerce who predicted he would fail within a week due to his financial ineptness.

Several years later grandfather Hagan retired on his own terms, due to ill health, as a happy and contented man. Dad chose not to follow him the grocery business and made his name as a highly regarded drover in the cattle industry. 

In his early twenties Dad met and married my mother Jean Mitchell, who also lived with her family on the fringe camp. Mum at that time worked as a domestic cleaning wealthy pastoralist’s dirty floors, linen, pots and pans.

Dad and mum maintained their links with their traditional country by working in the cattle and sheep industries respectively and watched as the pastoralist grew larger in girth and wealth by the hour.

With strong nurturing from his proud father Dad also sought to improve his expanding family’s lifestyle and with a loan from his boss from a large cattle property he purchased a block of land in the exclusive white township of Cunnamulla.

With the triumphant acquisition of his quarter acres block and with great references from the President of the local branch of the Labor Party and from the Mayor he was successful with an application for a home loan from the Commonwealth Bank.

In wasn’t until I moved from the fringe camp into our new home in  Cunnamulla in 1966 that I became aware of the great racial divide – that divided people into distinct categories of haves and have nots.

Things we take for granted like electricity and running water became a fascination that took the whole family weeks to master in our new Bedford Street residence. Relatives from the fringe camp kept walking across the sand hill to our residence to see first hand what all the fuss was about. To maintain our links with our mob my family also trekked over the hill in the opposite direction to be amongst familiar faces back on the Yumba.

When I reached my teenage years I became more aware of the high level of racism at the local hotels and segregated cinema. My parents tried to shield me from the glaring obvious forms of bigotry that permeate the minds of ignorant people by encouraging me to mix with my non-Indigenous school friends after school and at church on a Sunday.

They also encouraged me to join several of my non-Indigenous friends and indeed Cunnamulla’s select few, to continue my education at a boarding school over 700 kilometres to the east of my community.

My home town of Cunnamulla ceased high school education opportunities at Year 10 and for me to pursue the education journey I was required to undertake a long train trip to Brisbane to the leafy suburb of Ashgrove where I completed my final 2 years at the prestigious Marist Brothers Catholic College.

Although I wasn’t a great academic, more on the average side than in the top echelon of high scholarly achievers – I did however excel in cricket and rugby that made life a little more bearable when the onset of homesickness and the subtle forms of racism from other students tempted me to throw in the towel from time to time.

Family is important then as it is now for me and I recall standing tall and proud at James Cook University when my father rose from being a drover to hold the highest public office of Chairman of the National Aboriginal Conference in 1980. 

In that capacity he became the first Indigenous Australian to speak at the United Nations in Geneva when he represented the traditional owners of Noonkambah over a fight to cease mining exploration on their sacred lands with the West Australian government, headed by Charles Court and the Federal Government whose leader at the head of the table back then was Malcolm Fraser.

1982 was to be the turning point in my career as I gave up my ambition to be a school teacher – because I chose not to teach from a set state government issued text that referred to my people as rapist, thieves and murderers. 

I knew the Aboriginal children in my class didn’t want to hear that racist nonsense from me and my supervisors left me with no other choice when he refused my request to use my own resources.

I enjoyed the best training in Indigenous affairs by being mentored, during my first job with the Aboriginal Development Commission, by Charles Perkins. Even when I joined the Department of Foreign Affairs and representative my people abroad in Kingston, Jamaica as a youth delegate I still stayed in touch with Charlie.

Even though I’d dropped out of college in the final six months of my teaching training I did however continue on with my studies on a part time basis whilst working in Canberra and finally graduated with a BA from the University of Canberra in 1986.

When Gerry Hand, Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, with the support from Prime Minister Bob Hawke sacked Charlie from his post as Secretary of the Department of Aboriginal Affairs I made the most crucial career move as a public servant when I decided to leave Canberra to accept a position working out of the newly established ATSIC office in Cairns.

It was during my time in Cairns that I met and married my wife Rhonda who throughout my career has been the strength behind the scene for my many famous and infamous exploits. 

My children and extended family, especially my father have also been supportive of causes, sometimes quite dangerous confronting issues, that I felt needed to be addressed and ones that through sheer tenacity I will continue to pursue.

Despite the threats from the KKK I continued to pursue my studies and in 2002 graduated with an MBA – and I’m currently completing my PhD through the Monash University Business School.

But despite my successes in recent times; Deadly Award for Outstanding Achievement in Literature presented at the Opera House in September 2005 for my first book The N Word – One Man’s Stand and being named 2006 Naidoc Indigenous Person of the Year at their National Ball in Cairns to name a few, I still feel great pain that the vast majority of our people are not enjoying the fruits of Australia’s boom times.

If they are not benefiting economically like my family today in Australia’s period of growth – they most definitely won’t gain much relief in Australia’s period of economic recession.

I return to my earlier question. 

So what happened?

Are we victims of colonisation and the evolving capitalist social order over the past 219 years or are we a product of our inability to adapt, restructure and re-educate.

I often marvel at the way in which mainstream Australians openly assist waves of immigrants: Italians and Greeks post World War II; South East Asians post Vietnam War and in recent times thousands of refugees from war torn Middle East and East Africa, with empathetic outstretched hands, yet steadfastly brush us aside when we seek commensurate assistance for basic services.

However, and in light of the above observation, I do believe many of our mob are doing themselves a disservice by routinely singing the ‘poor bugger me’ tune whilst proportioning blame to non-Indigenous people for their insufferably slow progress in gaining economic parity.  

Have we been too quick in ‘spitting the dummy’ when the going gets tough at times instead of soldiering on and striving to overcome the minefields of obstacles deliberately and strategically laid out in our pathways by uncaring civic leaders?

Many white social commentators and some of our upwardly mobile black success stories might argue that we are.

My attraction to this important communal disparity debate has seen me look more closely at the reasons why Indigenous people consistently achieve below par levels of economic success in this country. 

The term often used by social theorists in describing this observable fact is called social capital and contains the following components as identified by Michael Woolcock:

· Bonding social capital (that is, links among people who are like one another), which is important for “getting by”

· Bridging social capital (that is, links among people who are unlike one another), which is crucial for “getting ahead” and

· Linking social capital (that is, vertical links to people in positions of authority), which plays a special role in development and poverty alleviation.
 
Take for instance my Year 12 Marist Brothers College Ashgrove (Brisbane) Class of ’77 reunion held recently. During a memorable evening with around seventy old class mates I pondered the question why every member of my class record parallel stories of success as measured by job security (steady prosperous vocation), asset security (investment portfolio, house and car), family security (happy working wife and ambitious children at boarding school or university) and admirable leisure pursuits (favourite national and international holiday destinations).

Contrast that class with my Indigenous brothers and sisters from my Cunnamulla Junior State High School years who, in the main, are now living on welfare, working as labourers or have been lost to us many years prior through accidents or illness. Most of my Cunnamulla class mates would not have a superannuation fund, have a dual income stream, own or have a mortgage on a house or take national or international holidays.

The dissimilarity of the groups is considerable and at times it feels like they live diametrically opposite lifestyles – and in reality they probably do. 

At the school reunion, which I initially tried desperately to get out of because it sounded too pretentious (middle-aged blokes reminiscing about their privileged formative years wasn’t exactly my cup-of-tea) but was persuaded collectively to attend by many sincere and well intended old friends, I got to answer the question ‘why?’. 

Why is my Class of ’77 doing exceedingly well in life whilst my class mates through Cunnamulla Junior High School, in the main, continue to experience challenging times?

The social capital paradigm raised above provided me with answers based on a group’s practical capacity to identify and maintain its complex network of associates operating directly and indirectly with them.

Bonding is often the category where most of my Cunnamulla class mates would get a tick because they have fairly close family links and enjoy relatively amiable relationships with people they know in their small community, especially in times of crisis: floods and drought.

Bridging is a little higher mark to achieve as many Indigenous people lose contact with many of their white class mates as they drift apart after school years whilst chasing different career paths; some inherit family businesses whilst others get the nod for scarce jobs in their small country town through family connection. 

Linking is near impossible to gain a tick on as many of my mob are looked upon by those in authority as not being a big vote issue (at election time) or are not seen as significant economic contributors to their ‘white’ community.

I’m not sure whether my good fortune on occasions could be put down to the old school tie connections or simply a coincidence.

Take my only success in my domestic legal campaign over the E.S. ‘Nigger’ Brown Stand as a case in point. My Barrister was in my Class of ’77 and the presiding Federal Court Judge was an Ashgrove old boy.

Then take the time I applied to get a home loan from the Commonwealth Bank and was approved on the spot and given special treatment – something that I just didn’t expect – and yes again the bank manager was an Ashgrove old boy. 

There have been other notable instances of good fortune that I suspect has arisen through a connection with my old school tie.

At the reunion dinner, after the Past Students Eucharistic Celebration in the Chapel of Our Lady and St Marcellin, in the spectacular function centre overlooking The John Eales Oval, business cards were being handed out like confetti with offers of the best legal advice, stock market pointers, discounts on European cars etc.  

This socialising process of business card distribution is the raw ingredient that enhances ones chances of leap-frogging the field to achieve a goal; social or economic, with all active players knowing that favours gained through the old school tie connection will be reciprocated, when called upon, in the future.

The majority, if not all of the Class of ’77 would be able to secure a tick against each of the social capital components; bonding, bridging and linking, as they perform the networking activity on a daily basis without consciously knowing they are doing so.

I am aware of networks of Indigenous people, connected through their common causes; land, legal, academic, public service etc, that have assisted in advancing their member’s plight and that of other Indigenous people seeking a fair go. The degree to the success from such Indigenous networking activities is not fully known – or at least not by me.

I believe Indigenous people need to learn from and duplicate non-Indigenous peoples social and economic practices – that have brought them prosperity in today’s demanding times – whilst maintaining the richness of their traditional culture inherited from their ancestors.
We don’t want our children to grow up feeling vulnerable and insecure in mainstream society.

Nor do we want them to grow up angry and bitter with the outside world.

I believe that Indigenous families need to work together in providing a safe and stress free home life for all its members. They all have a role to play in ensuring children are afforded the best opportunities for good education outcomes. They should also supply children and each other with all the love and nurturing of their culture to ensure that they are equipped as proud Indigenous people who can face the challenges thrown at them by a constantly evolving society dictated by its economy. 

If we can provide those attributes and be cognizant of the 3 principles of social capital; bonding, bridging and linking and apply them to your lifestyle – then all I need to say to all you consumers out there is:

Buyers beware because as Joseph Addison once said: "The man, who will live above his present circumstances, is in great danger of soon living beneath them.”
 
Thank You
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