
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PARTY POSITIONS 
CONCERNING THE MOST DISADVANTAGED 

 
 

Where does Australia, as a nation, stand on social 
justice issues as we approach the upcoming federal 
election? 
 
Politicians’ policies often tend to reflect popular 
beliefs and fears rather than address inequalities and 
fair play amongst Australia’s and indeed the world’s 
citizens. Good governance involves generating 
policies to address a whole array of important 
issues; legal, administrative, and economic. 
However, good governance should also include 
social justice, vital for social cohesion and viability 
as a crucial part of any political agenda.  
 

 
 

 
Issues of Health and Disadvantage 
 
The current government follows a policy of 
“practical reconciliation”, focusing on the provision 
of services. Decisions have little input from the 
Indigenous representatives. The “2003 Social 
Justice Report” from the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner 
presented compelling evidence of  worsening 
conditions for Indigenous people in all key areas of 
life including life expectancy. The gap between 
Indigenous people and non-Indigenous Australians 
is widening. 
 
Compelling evidence of such disadvantage is 
reflected in the following statistics: 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Life expectancy: 
20 years shorter than for non-Indigenous people. 

 

Health spending: 
Commonwealth spending 26% less per capita for 
Indigenous Australians. 

 

Education: 
While 73% of all Australian youth completed 
schooling to year 12 in 1998, less than 36% of 
Indigenous youth did so.  

 
Today, a person from Bangladesh can expect to live 
about 10 years longer than an Indigenous 
Australian. Many countries, including Canada and 
New Zealand, have significantly reduced the life 
expectancy gap between their Indigenous and non 
Indigenous people. Australia, however, has not. In 
fact, in terms of quality of life, the United Nations 
rates the life of Australian Aborigines as the second 
worst globally.  
 
A recent report commissioned by the Australian 
Medical Association (AMA) found that Indigenous 
health is currently under-funded by at least $452.5 
million a year. This includes $400 million in 
primary health care. The recent Commonwealth 
budget offered $40 million over four years for 
Indigenous primary health, which is about 2.5% of 
what is required.  
 
If the needs of Indigenous people for adequate 
health services are not met, then their health costs 
will rise rapidly as chronic health conditions see 
many more people requiring tertiary health care.  
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ANTaR has called on both major parties to use 
the increased budget surplus to assist the crisis in 
Indigenous health and disadvantage. 
 
Health  
 

• Coalition:  Funding for Indigenous health 
stands at more than $280 million in 2004-5, 
which they argue is more than double the 
funding of 1995-96 in real terms 

 

• ALP:  A $50 million plan to eradicate trachoma 
by 2010, address chronic hearing loss and 
improve dental health. This is in addition to the 
Government’s $280 million. 

 

• Democrats:  Democrats call for an extra $300 
million per year to bring Indigenous health up 
to par with the general community with more 
appropriate and efficient service delivery. 

 

• Greens:  Support the AMA’s call for $1.6 
billion over 4 years to be invested in Indigenous 
health workforce measures.  

 
Disadvantage 
 

• Coalition:  Deliver services through 
mainstream services.  No commitment to a 
social justice package. New advisory, appointed 
body will advise government on priority areas 
of disadvantage. Removal of Indigenous elected 
representative body. 

 

• ALP:  Replace ATSIC with an elected 
Indigenous body, and locate decision making at 
the regional level. An additional $75.5 million 
pledged over three years for Indigenous housing 
and infrastructure.  

 

• Greens:  Support the Australian Council of 
Social Services call for $500 million to be spent 
on a 10 year program to improve Indigenous 
housing. Indigenous people are entitled to 
culturally appropriate services. 

 

• Democrats:  Committed to greater social justice 
measures so all Indigenous people can enjoy the 
same living standards and opportunities as other 
Australians. 

 
Issues of Reconciliation  

&  Self-determination 
 

Indigenous people in Australia “seek to move from 
a position of dependency on government service 
delivery to being active participants in governing 
their own communities”(2003 Social Justice 
Report).  

The lack of positive outcomes of all social programs 
aimed at improving Indigenous well-being is 
closely linked to a lack of Indigenous participation 
in all levels of decision-making in these programs. 
 
Self-determination requires effective representation, 
leadership and participation at all levels of society 
and is essential for the success of programs 
addressing disadvantage (Sir William Deane, 2004). 
Reconciliation is not just about providing services 
to Indigenous people in an attempt to reduce 
disadvantage. It involves the recognition of past 
injustices and policies to empower people to 
improve their own lives. 
 
The Council for Reconciliation Report recommended 
that the government work to reach an agreement or 
treaty with the Indigenous people. Unlike the US, 
Canada and New Zealand, Australia does not have a 
treaty with its Indigenous people.  
 
Treaty or Agreement & Reconciliation 
 

• Coalition:  Rejects the idea of a treaty or 
agreement:  Provided $15million to 
Reconciliation Australia.  Will not offer an 
apology to the Stolen Generations. 

 

• ALP:  Pursue Reconciliation and endorses the 
Corroboree 2000 document which recommends 
a treaty.  Will offer an apology to the Stolen 
Generation. 

 

• Democrats and Greens:  Endorse a treaty or 
agreement written into the constitution. Support 
an apology to the Stolen Generation.  

 
Self- Determination 
 

• Coalition: Opposed to any separate systems of 
government or laws. The Coalition is opposed 
to ‘self-determination’ as it implies separate 
systems of government or laws within a nation. 

 

• ALP:  Self-determination as a basis of 
Commonwealth policy in Indigenous Affairs. 
Labor believes that Indigenous Australians must 
be able to exercise their right to self-
determination within the Australian nation, and 
is committed to restoring the right and 
responsibility of Indigenous Australians to 
make decisions about their own future. 

 

• Democrats:  Self-determination strongly supported. 
 

• Greens: Indigenous self- determination and 
control over decisions that affect their wellbeing 
is essential. 
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The Role of ATSIC 
 

In April 2004, the government announced the 
abolition of ATSIC.  It cited the failure of ATSIC to 
affect Aboriginal disadvantage in the fields of 
health, education and housing etc. as the reason for 
its decision.  With or without an Indigenous 
representative body, the Commonwealth and State 
governments have always had the major 
responsibility for the delivery of basic services to all 
citizens, in a manner which is equitable and ensures 
their right to adequate health, housing, education 
services and self determination (ATSIC received 
15% of monies spent by Government on Indigenous 
affairs).  
 
“Will the party undertake to facilitate, as a 
replacement for ATSIC, the development of a 
system in which Indigenous people have control 
over their own affairs and not just an advisory 
role?” 
 
Coalition: 
• No. The Government will establish a 

(Government-appointed) - “National 
Indigenous Council (NIC)”…to advise 
Government directly…The Government will 
appoint selected Indigenous people to advise 
it.  They will talk with and listen to other 
organisations and elected Indigenous people. 

 

ALP: 
• On 30.03.04 Labor released a statement 

committing to creation of a new Indigenous 
national and regional representative structure 
with key advisory, advocacy and 
accountability functions. Labor supports an 
elected national Indigenous body. 

 

Democrats:  
• Believe in the necessity of nationally elected 

Indigenous representation, and for increased 
representation of Indigenous peoples in 
politics generally. 

 

Greens: 
• Recognise and support the establishment of 

appropriate Indigenous representative bodies, 
responsible for policy and policy 
implementation for Indigenous people. 

 
 
 
 
 

For further information visit the ANTaR website 
www.antar.org.au  

 

 

 

We have obligations under International Law to 
treat asylum seekers humanely. Long and indefinite 
periods of detention are not humane.  The 
International Convention of the Rights of the Child 
states that for children, detention should be a last 
resort and only for short periods. The Australian 
Catholic Social Justice Council proposes 
alternatives to detention such as community based 
and supervised hostel housing, which are less 
costly, more workable and less damaging to human 
dignity.  
 
While many children who were in mainland 
detention centres are now accommodated in secure 
facilities outside of them, children are still detained 
on Nauru and Christmas Island.  The Refugee 
Council estimates there are 113 children still in 
detention facilities. 
 
Although Australia has ratified the UN Convention 
on Refugees, it is the only country which grants 
temporary status to recognized refugees. It is 
recommended for use by the UN only during 
emergencies. Many on temporary visas are not 
allowed to work or to obtain services such as health 
care or education.  People released into the 
community need appropriate and ongoing 
community support for which the government 
currently relies on churches and other welfare 
bodies.  
 
Recent policy changes do not take into account the 
particular circumstances of women with children, 
larger families or those who are less able to work in 
rural areas mostly doing very physical work.  
 
Coalition: 
• State that security has a higher priority over the 

rights of people seeking asylum in compliance 
to the UN convention. 

 
• Set up and continue the exclusion zones for 

Australian territory as deterrence to the numbers 
seeking asylum in Australia.  

 
• Continues indefinite mandatory detention.  
 
• Those rejected for ongoing visas may be able to 

take a further 18 months to arrange their return, 
or to obtain work in rural areas at which time 
they will be reassessed for permanent asylum. 
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• Recently allowed some of those on temporary 

visas to apply for permanent visas and therefore 
access work in outer metropolitan, rural or 
remote areas. 

 
• Has agreed to allow children and mothers in 

mainland centres to be removed to secure 
community housing near detention centres in 
Australian cities. 

 
ALP: 
• Agrees with policy of mandatory detention for 

all asylum seekers who arrive without a valid 
visa. Mandatory detention should be limited in 
order to ensure health and security checks. 

 
• States the importance of national security, 

above all else. 
 
• Would establish community housing for asylum 

seeker families awaiting a decision on their 
application for refugee status. A limit of 
temporary protection visas to one period, and 
following reassessment, grant a permanent visa 
if asylum is still required. 

 
• A preference given to those asylum seekers who 

are willing to live and work in rural areas. 
 
• No children in detention. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Greens and Democrats: 
• Greens will seek permanent residence for 

refugees in line with the UN Convention on 
Refugees. 

 
• The Democrats support an immigration policy 

which gives priority to refugees and family 
reunion. 

 
• Oppose the changes to the Migration law which 

eroded the legal and human rights of asylum 
seekers. 

 
• No children in detention. 
 
• End Mandatory detention. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Thanks to Leonie Cornell for her work on this edition. 
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