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NATSIEC completely supports action to end child abuse, wherever it is found. We have long been calling on the Government to hear the pleas of Aboriginal people and to take action to assist them in addressing the woeful conditions that plague their communities; to address issues of lack of health care, lack of proper education, lack of adequate housing and the high rate of violence, abuse and alcohol related issues. While it is tragic that these Aboriginal voices have been ignored for so long and are now being characterized as being part of the failure, we see this change of heart from the Federal Government as an opportunity to make a real and dramatic improvement to the lives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples.  

We do, however, vehemently reject any suggestion that to question and debate components of the Government’s so called National Emergency package is akin to supporting child abuse and hindering the prevention of further harm to children. It is a central tenet of our democratic society that we can debate these issues, rather than uncritically accept such a dramatic policy intervention. We urge all involved parties to focus on the very real issues at hand and not get sidetracked by dwelling on political, or personal, point scoring. We need to work together to ensure that real change is, finally, achieved for our people.

NATSIEC also has grave concerns about the negative characterisation of Aboriginal people during this debate. We must make it clear that not all Aboriginal people are alcoholic child abusers and not all the abuse suffered by children is at the hands of Aboriginal people, non-Indigenous people have played their part in this current crisis; as has poverty and the continual failure by governments to support and properly funded, thoughtfully developed long term solutions.  We do not deny that there are severe problems facing our communities, including abuse, violence and alcohol addiction. But we call on people to be respectful of the majority of sober, responsible Aboriginal people who have strived for many years to make changes, and who for the most part have not been supported in their efforts.  

NATSIEC supports immediate intervention to ensure that communities are safe and free from violence and abuse. We do not support mandatory health checks for children. It is well documented that this can increase the trauma for victims. We have grave concerns that the plan, in its entirety, is not properly funded and that sufficient doctors and health professionals who are specifically trained in child abuse are not available. We are concerned that the focus is on the identification only of victims, with too little thought being placed on appropriate long term counselling and medical support as well as a lack of attention being given to charging and processing perpetrators through the justice system and, importantly, protecting communities during this process. We ask the Government to pause, in its eagerness to intervene, and listen to the experts in child abuse; and to take on board their well thought out recommendations to both prevent further abuse and to ensure those children who are already victims are cared for appropriately. 

NATSIEC supports the ban on alcohol in these communities, but has concerns that not enough attention has been given to proper rehabilitation and counselling services to support individuals and the community. We are also concerned that there will not be adequate support services for victims of abuse and violence. We want to know what measures will be taken to ensure that the abuse problems aren’t simply relocated to another place, or worse, that other substances will take the place of alcohol. We are also concerned that not enough attention is being paid to other aspects of alcohol abuse, in particular the violence against women. The fact that more Aboriginal women die from violence in the Northern Territory than any other cause of death is a statistic which should have inspired intervention long ago. 

NATSIEC has concerns about the linking of the land permit system and the management of communities to the child abuse issue.  We do not support the wholesale abolishment of the permit system and believe that it can be retained whilst allowing access for necessary people to deal with these issues. We are also concerned that Aboriginal people will lose hard fought for rights over their land and self-determination. We reject claims that self determination is a failure of Aboriginal people, and point out that the key areas of health and education have been under resourced for many years. It is the  that lack of support to implement long term solutions that has contributed to the current situation. 

NATSIEC also has concerns about the blanket approach to quarantining welfare payments. We believe that quarantining should only apply where it is proven that there is a failure of responsibility and children are at risk. Casting all Aboriginal people as irresponsible and unable to manage their income is erroneous. It will cause more problems than it will fix. Care must be taken to ensure these measures are targeted to those people who will benefit from them. We do not support a blanket approach which will affect all Aboriginal welfare recipients. 

NATSIEC calls on all governments to fund long term solutions to the problems facing Indigenous communities. We agree that drastic action must be taken if we are to turn these issues around. Sending in the police and the army is only one possible solution, which needs to be done with extreme sensitivity. Other urgent areas for attention include:

· Committing $400 million to health, as repeatedly requested by the AMA.

· Ensuring that every child has a fully funded and resourced place in school, with the same access to resources available to every other Australian child.   

· Ensuring that there is adequate long term policing in place to ensure the safety of community members. 

· The urgent building of housing to address the chronic shortage.

· The review of employment and economic development opportunities; and converting the many jobs currently being run through CDEP into real and properly funded jobs.

· Above all working with communities to address their issues. We have been down the paternalistic, protectionist path before. It didn’t work then. It won’t work now. Governments must work in partnership with Aboriginal people if we are to truly address these issues long term. 

NATSIEC reminds the Government that through the Make Indigenous Poverty History campaign we have been calling on them to implement the Millennium Development Goals here in Australia. If the Government committed to these eight goals; and showed a similar commitment to all areas of disadvantage that Indigenous people experience, as they have to the issue of child abuse, we are confident that by 2015 we will have made Indigenous Poverty History. 

To sign up to the Make Indigenous Poverty History campaign go to www.makeindigenouspovertyhistory.org
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