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‘It’s not such a bad idea, at any time, to be seen as fighting, especially when you might just win.’


Chris Matthews, Tip and the Gipper: When Politics Worked


 


A newly elected Member of Parliament (MP) for the Tory party pointed to the benches opposite to his own party and said to Winston Churchill, ‘So that’s the enemy?’ Churchill supposedly replied, ‘No son, that’s the opposition’, and pointing to the benches behind him, said, ‘That is the enemy’.


Jarosław Bełdowski, Łukasz Dąbroś and Jarosław Kantorowicz, ‘What makes politicians work harder? The role of electoral advantage’





Preface


For 60,000 years or more, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people lived on and managed the Australian continent and its islands. First Nations peoples adapted to the climate and cared for country in a way that became deeply embedded in their cultural heritage and ancestral wisdom.


Today, that wisdom—accumulated over countless generations—holds valuable lessons for the whole Australian community. We humbly recognise, acknowledge and pay our respects to Indigenous Australians’ unique insights into holistic thinking, community engagement and the deep connection between people and the natural world. These insights involve looking beyond individual desires and benefits, prioritising collective harmony, and the preservation of the environment, culture and traditions across the generations.


Associate Professor Brad Moggridge is a proud Murri man from the Kamilaroi Nation (north-west New South Wales) and a researcher in Indigenous water science. He was a lead author of the ‘Our Knowledge Our Way in caring for Country’ best practice guidelines (2020). Moggridge:




Indigenous knowledge is so important to fixing some of the issues that we see in modern Australia. We know this Country, we speak this Country, we sing this Country, we dance it, and it’s a key part of who we are. And in their relationship with Country, Indigenous people are best placed to give advice because having that value of Country and water and the knowledge that comes with that—and the laws that protect that—is key to the way we fix the problem.1
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A Personal Introduction


John Brumby


In December 2007, at the United Nations Climate Change Conference in Bali, Australia’s new prime minister, Kevin Rudd, handed a document to the UN secretary-general, Ban Ki-moon.


Rudd said, ‘I would like to formally hand to you the instrument of ratification on behalf of the Commonwealth of Australia to the Kyoto Protocol of the United Nations Framework on Climate Change Convention.’


Mr Ban congratulated Mr Rudd on having ratified the protocol immediately after he was sworn in as prime minister. The two men shook hands and posed for a photograph.


Many climate advocates breathed a sigh of relief. Australia had finally made some progress in addressing what Rudd had earlier called ‘the great moral challenge of our generation’.1


I was there that day. It was a hopeful moment. There have been others—the passage of a law by the Gillard government putting a price on carbon comes to mind. But at other times, those hoping for progress on the climate issue have been frustrated. The Abbott government’s repeal of carbon pricing, for example, was an economically backward move, reprehensible but not surprising. By that point the climate issue had become entangled in the worst kind of partisan politics, both across the parties and within the Coalition itself.


I was in Bali with Rudd in 2007 as the new premier of Victoria, having taken over from Steve Bracks in July that year. When I arrived home, I did so with a message I was to repeat many times in the years to come. ‘This is a climate of opportunity,’ I told reporters. ‘This is about creating new economic opportunities by being smarter in the way we tackle climate change.’ The Age ran the headline ‘Brumby boasts climate change pot of gold’.2


I meant it. States and nations do well when they get out in front of massive global trends, and there was no question in my mind that this was one of the biggest. The science was clear, and I believed that with the right incentives in place, industry would rush to provide the products and technologies the world needed to stop emissions rising and start to bring them down. Markets would shape these new realities and be shaped by them.


This is happening now: in 2021 almost two-thirds of total global renewable power generation was cheaper than the cheapest new fossil fuel option.3 Australia should have moved faster to take advantage of this trend, but it’s not too late. We still live in a climate of opportunity. In 2019 Professor Ross Garnaut published a book called Superpower: Australia’s Low-Carbon Opportunity in which he argued that ‘the fog of Australian politics on climate change has obscured a fateful reality: Australia has the potential to be an economic superpower of the future post-carbon world’.4 He is right about the ‘fog’. This is what happens when politics gets stuck: not only do we fail to meet our challenges, but we also fail to seize the opportunities available to us.


This book is about reform: how positive change can be made. What ingredients are needed to overcome petty partisanship and narrow self-interest to make the nation better? In this introduction I discuss some of my own experiences in politics and public policy and offer some thoughts, having been out of politics for more than a decade now. The climate change debate over the past forty years or so offers a model of what works and what doesn’t when it comes to policy reform. But the climate of opportunity in Australia today, I believe, goes beyond climate policy. We were never just a ‘lucky’ country: our success has come when we put politics to work for the common good. We can do it again.



A changing climate



In the year I entered the Parliament of Australia, 1983, the US National Academy of Sciences released a report predicting that the coming decades would see a global rise in temperatures ‘with few or no precedents in the earth’s recent history’. Unfortunately, this was not a good time to be talking to the US Government about environmental policy: while the previous president, Jimmy Carter, had installed solar panels on the White House roof, the current one, Ronald Reagan, had pointedly taken them down.


I was the new federal member for Bendigo, a regional electorate in north-west Victoria. Environmental concerns were very much on my radar, but—with the exception of science minister Barry Jones—there was not much talk about climate change in the electorate or in the party room. Australia was about to undergo the biggest economic transition since Federation. Bob Hawke and Paul Keating fought entrenched interests on all sides to make sure Australia could remain competitive in a changing and globalising world—reducing tariffs, floating the dollar, removing foreign exchange controls, allowing foreign-owned banks to operate in Australia, and more. As a young reformist backbencher, I supported all these changes but I also saw their effects on some of my constituents as factories closed and jobs moved offshore. As a Labor government we were careful to support these workers, and it remains the case that when big economic changes occur, those who sustained the old economy must be helped to transition into the new. This will need to happen again as Australia continues to transition to a clean energy future.


The Hawke government had a strong environmental record. The magnificent Franklin River in Tasmania was saved from damming, the Daintree Rainforest protected from logging, uranium mining was banned in Kakadu, and Hawke and Keating led the international process that resulted in the 1991 Madrid Protocol, which banned mining in the Antarctic. Still, climate change was not yet front and centre. There was increasing awareness of what was then usually called the ‘greenhouse effect’, and more and more voices were calling for something to be done.


In 1993 I made the shift to state politics, and in 1999 I was part of a new Labor government in Victoria, under the premiership of Steve Bracks. Doris Kearns Goodwin’s well-known book on Abraham Lincoln’s Cabinet is called Team of Rivals,5 a phrase designed to capture the idea that contestability in policymaking is a good thing—that setting rival interests against each other in creative and constructive ways can produce good outcomes.


We had this in the Bracks Cabinet. As treasurer I needed to make sure that Victoria was a place where businesses could start, develop and grow, free from needless regulation, in order to create jobs and raise revenue for government programs and services. I needed it to be a place of economic opportunity.


I did not see this as opposed to social or environmental concerns. Hawke once said that his government’s focus on economic reform ‘was not the enemy of social progress, but rather the necessary condition for it. Without economic reform we were facing the certainty of social regression.’ I felt the same way. A government can have all sorts of good ambitions, but without a strong economy, very few of them will come to pass.


In our second term, deputy premier John Thwaites became environment minister and he was a strong voice for the environment. Sometimes our rival priorities were in tension; sometimes they clashed. But the ‘special sauce’ for successful policy in this case was deep mutual respect. Neither of us was shy about putting forward the strongest case possible from our perspective, but neither of us accused the other of bad faith. Our mutual respect was possible because we could recognise each other as having the same goal: the good of Victoria. Our rivalry was not about factions or our relative positions within the government—it was about how to make environment and economy work together to improve quality of life for everyone.


Is there a general lesson here for public policy reform? Thwaites and I had, and have, a genuinely good relationship, the kind of relationship that can’t be captured in a set of policies and procedures. But mutual respect can be encouraged, as can a genuine contest of ideas. And a culture can be formed that puts the common good at the heart of all deliberations.


As premier (2007–10), I had no doubt that good environmental policy was good economic policy. I came back from Bali with the ‘climate of opportunity’ framing my rhetoric and my actions. In April 2008 I held a climate summit at Parliament House where I noted that Victoria was warming at a slightly faster rate than the global average, and I announced that day that Parliament House would be powered by green energy. Our government said we would approve no new brown-coal-fired power stations based on conventional brown-coal technologies, and set a framework in place for the staged closure of the Hazelwood Power Station. In 2010 we released our Victorian climate change White Paper and Action Plan. This included a target to reduce the state’s greenhouse emissions by 20 per cent of 2000 levels by 2020. It was by far the most ambitious emissions reduction target of any government in Australia, state or federal, and it was backed by the most detailed and far-reaching plan.


In March 2012, the Baillieu government scrapped both the climate plan and the target. Two years later, at the federal level, Tony Abbott scrapped the carbon price.


If my ‘climate of opportunity’ line had been nothing more than a rhetorical device, this wouldn’t have mattered. But in fact these actions set Australia back and meant that the very real opportunities we had to lead in the green transition went begging. Now, a decade and a half later, with the election of the Albanese government, we have another chance. We have seen some positive moves, including the passing of legislation to put caps on the nation’s biggest polluters. At a state level, the Andrews government set a renewable energy target of 95 per cent by 2035. There are signs of hope similar to what we saw in Bali in 2007, and not before time: the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) said in 2023 that the challenge of keeping global warming to 1.5°C ‘has become even greater due to a continued increase in greenhouse gas emissions. The pace and scale of what has been done so far, and current plans, are insufficient to tackle climate change.’6


As premier, I saw firsthand the cost of failing in this challenge. On 9 February 2009 fires ripped through large parts of Victoria, killing 173 people, injuring many others, and destroying more than 2000 houses and large swaths of the natural environment. The fires followed almost a decade of hot, dry years (the so-called millennium drought) and four consecutive days of temperatures in excess of 42°C in Melbourne. Black Saturday was the greatest catastrophe I have experienced in public life. It was also a warning: if we don’t stop the rise in global temperatures, events like this will become worse and more frequent.


The ingredients of successful reform


The history of climate policy in Australia has been, in many ways, a sorry one. What went wrong?


Framing was a big part of the problem. Instead of seeing climate change as a ‘climate of opportunity’, as I encouraged, it came to be seen as a matter of political opinion. Too many people’s views on climate change were determined not by, in Malcolm Turnbull’s words, ‘economics and engineering’,7 but by where they sat on the political spectrum, what newspapers they read, which politicians they liked and which they didn’t. There was little sense of the benefits to be found in working together to position Australia in a smart way in the changing global economy; rather, a victory in this policy area had to mean a defeat for the other side.


When an issue becomes captive to partisan politics—unless one side has the political strength to, in the words of Gough Whitlam, ‘crash through’8—the result is often stalemate. We can point to various factors when it comes to climate policy: the wrecking ambitions of Abbott; the skepticism of the Murdoch press towards any meaningful action on climate; and, in hindsight, the decision by Rudd not to go to a double-dissolution election after his carbon policy was rejected by the Liberals and the Greens. By the time Scott Morrison replaced Turnbull, the Coalition government was toxic and divided, and climate policy had become nothing more than a symbol of its dysfunction.


How can things be done better? That’s what this book is about. There’s no doubt that personalities are important, and we should do everything we can to get good people into parliament. There are also structural changes we could make to increase the chances of good people being able to make good policy. This book is full of interviews with prominent politicians who did their best to achieve reform and make the country better; they discuss the lessons learned from successes and mistakes.



Policymaking context today



Good policy is always important, and never more so than today. Australia exists in a world in profound transition. The global economy was hit hard by COVID and then by the Russian invasion of Ukraine, and it now hovers constantly on the brink of recession. At the same time, the geopolitical centre of gravity is shifting slowly but inexorably to Australia’s region. The unipolar moment is over. The return of China to a position of military and economic strength, the growth of India, the ongoing development of other nations in our region—like climate change, these raise both challenges and opportunities.


Technology continues to advance and, just as during the Industrial Revolution, the states and nations that harness it will slingshot themselves to positions of predominance for years and decades to come. Australia can and must choose to be in the vanguard of technological development—we cannot afford to be followers. One of the most fruitful areas for development is in biotechnology. COVID has reminded us all that health is everything: getting health policy right determines not just the quality of life of our people, but also the strength and resilience of our economy. In addition to facing the possibility of another pandemic, we must confront the ongoing challenge of preventable chronic illnesses such as diabetes and heart disease.


At the same time, political systems around the world are under pressure. Democracies in particular are facing challenges. That traditional beacon of democracy, the United States, found itself torn apart when the loser of an election refused to concede defeat, and it has still not recovered. The rising powers in our region do not all share our democratic beliefs. Even in Australia there are small but worrying signs that some citizens are flirting with far right and anti-democratic politics, and the regular Lowy Institute Poll shows that more than a quarter of Australians do not think democracy is preferable to other forms of government.9


In a democracy, trust is an essential ingredient of successful reform. If people do not see democratic institutions working for them, they will quickly lose faith and look for alternatives. The Edelman Trust Barometer for 2023 showed Australia ‘on a path to polarisation’.10 Forty-five per cent of Australians said the nation was more divided than it used to be. Forty-nine per cent said governments were a divisive force, and 51 per cent said the same of journalists. In 2024, in the Lowy Institute Poll, only six in ten Australians said they felt ‘safe’ or ‘very safe’—30 percentage points below the high-water mark of 92 per cent in 2010.11


Moving forward


In this context of global change, democratic deficits and a crisis of trust, how can we reform Australian politics and policymaking to meet the challenges and take advantage of the climate of opportunity?


The first thing we need to do is decide what kind of Australia we want. My answer to this question is simple: I want an Australia that is ambitious and not afraid of innovation. I would like to see an Australian economy led by knowledge and innovation, where the ideas and discoveries achieved in our universities can be seized and commercialised by Australian companies, driving productivity and growth. We should also be unafraid of innovation in our public life. We need to try new policies and new approaches to old problems. One of the best ways we can do this is by rediscovering the virtues of cooperative federalism.


The history of Australia has taught us that policy reform need not wait for the federal government. We have eight other governments in Australia—six states and two territories—and they each have the opportunity to lead the nation when it comes to policy reform. When the Howard government let the ball drop on economic reform in the 2000s, the Bracks government in Victoria led the other states and territories in developing a new National Reform Agenda, designed to enhance our human capital and drive a new period of growth. My government in Victoria led the way on economic policy—such as with competition reform and innovation policy—as well as in social policy, such as with abortion law reform, which every other state and territory followed. Voluntary assisted dying began in Victoria under the Andrews government, and once again the impetus for reform in this area travelled from state to state across the nation.


Cooperative federalism refers to a process whereby the Commonwealth works with the states and territories to develop common goals, and then gives the states and territories the resources and the freedom to achieve those goals in ways appropriate to each jurisdiction. Until the Abbott government abolished it, I was chair of the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) Reform Council, which monitored states’ and territories’ progress against such goals. Cooperative federalism was a powerful way to achieve real reform, and it can be again.


Even when the federal government does take the lead on an issue, cooperative federalism is necessary. In this book, several figures talk about their experience of the gun-control efforts led by the Howard government after the Port Arthur massacre in 1996. This was a strong and decisive move by Prime Minister John Howard, but it still required the cooperation of the states and territories. Same with the introduction of the goods and services tax (GST) by the Howard government. Same again with the great Gillard reform that resulted in the National Disability Insurance Scheme. In each case, reform was achieved because each level of government worked together towards a common goal.


Consensus across levels of government is important; consensus more broadly is also desirable, even if it is becoming harder to achieve as society becomes more polarised. I was fortunate to begin my political career under the ‘king of consensus’, Bob Hawke. Hawke’s economic summit shortly after he took office as prime minister was a model of how to prepare the ground for reform. The government brought together representatives from every sector of society: banks, welfare groups, churches, unions, civil society organisations, business peak bodies and more.


Of course, the very best kind of consensus is bipartisanship. In conversations with many political practitioners for this book, the question of bipartisanship comes up again and again. There is no doubt that bipartisanship is good when you can get it. It is not always possible—sometimes you do indeed have to ‘crash through’—but certain structural changes could make bipartisanship more likely. On the floor of Victoria’s Parliament House there is a mosaic containing a quote from the book of Proverbs in the King James Bible (11:14): ‘Where no counsel is, the people fall: but in the multitude of counsellors there is safety.’ The whole idea of a parliament is to capture the ideas of a ‘multitude of counsellors’—but our parliaments do not always operate that way.


I have long advocated a simple physical change to the houses of parliament, whereby ministers would no longer be required to stand facing their opponents. The convention is that all remarks are made through the Speaker, but in reality there is a lot of back and forth between the two opposing ‘teams’. I was at the 1998 Constitutional Convention at Old Parliament House, where each speaker stood to the right of the chair and addressed the entire house. This immediately reduced the adversarial nature of the process. In the US House of Representatives, members sit in unassigned seats, and in the Senate, they sit at desks arranged via state, not party. The physicality of the chambers of parliament might seem like a second-order issue, but it does shape the way politics is done. A change of this sort will not solve the problem of excessive partisanship by itself (the United States is ample evidence of that), but it would signal a willingness on both sides to be constructive and try something new.


There is another way we could increase bipartisanship that is easy to say but hard to do: I believe the Australian political process would work better if there were more conscience votes or, as I prefer to call them, free votes. Many issues in Australian politics today would find a level of consensus across parties if people could say what they really thought. Take tax reform, for example. As things stand today, no Labor MP can admit that raising the level and increasing the breadth of the GST might be a good way to rebalance the tax system and reduce its heavy reliance on income tax, and that it could be done in a fair way, without placing a greater burden on lower-income Australians. As a former Labor premier I have advocated for this, but no sitting Labor MP can do so. Likewise, no Liberal or National MP will admit that the Albanese government’s recent modest changes to the tax arrangements for extremely large superannuation accounts are fair and necessary. But you can be sure that there are people on both sides of politics who disagree with their party’s positions on these issues. Free discussion and free votes on matters such as these would help move the country forward.


————


In my time out of politics, I have seen public life from a number of different angles: as a director of for-profit and not-for-profit boards, as an academic in the university sector, and now as chancellor of La Trobe University. I have watched the battle of ideas go on, and have seen what works and what doesn’t. I am more convinced than ever that we need to find ways to improve policymaking in this country. This book is a contribution to the conversation about how we can do just that.
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National Gun Reform




If you have political capital, you can be certain of one thing: it will disappear. You don’t keep political capital for very long.


John Howard1





In 1994, out of an American population of 250 million, there were 39,250 firearms-related deaths. In stark contrast, the United Kingdom and Japan—with a combined population of 181 million at the time—had just over 100 firearm deaths.


After a decline in the number of murders and suicides in America during the early part of the twenty-first century—attributed to a range of factors, including the Roe v. Wade decision (see Chapter 10)—the rate of gun deaths started to rise. In 2017, there were 39,773 gun deaths in the United States—up for the third consecutive year. That figure included deaths from 346 mass shootings, among them the tragic Las Vegas massacre in which fifty-nine people died. In 2021, gun deaths in America had risen to 48,830, representing a 23 per cent increase since 2019 and the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.2 In 2023, the figure was still appallingly high, at 42,967.3


The United States emphatically has a problem with guns. Its National Rifle Association (NRA) is an unashamedly powerful player in state and national politics. The nonpartisan Center for Responsive Politics estimated that during the 2016 US federal election, the NRA and its affiliates spent $54 million to help secure Republican control of the White House and Congress, including at least $30.3 million to help elect Donald Trump.


Tragically, mass school shootings are rife in America. On 24 May 2022 a student in Texas purchased two assault rifles just days after he turned eighteen and carried out one of the worst school shootings in US history when he killed twenty-one people, including nineteen children, at Robb Elementary School in Uvalde. The gunman had shot his grandmother at her home before driving to the school, crashing his truck in a ditch and then entering the school building.


The day of the Uvalde school shooting, just prior to the NBA conference finals game between the Golden State Warriors and the Dallas Mavericks, Warriors coach Steve Kerr gave a heart-wrenching press conference. He wasn’t talking about basketball—he used the platform to condemn America’s inaction on gun control. Kerr made a desperate call to the Senate Republican leader, Mitch McConnell, known as a pragmatist and a moderate but also a longstanding opponent of gun control:




When are we going to do something? I’m tired, I’m so tired of getting up here and offering condolences to the devastated families that are out there. I’m tired of the moments of silence. Enough.


There’s fifty senators, right now, who refuse to vote on H.R.8, which is a background-check rule that the House passed a couple of years ago. It’s been sitting there for two years. And there’s a reason they won’t vote on it: to hold on to power. So I ask you, Mitch McConnell, I ask all of you senators who refuse to do anything about the violence and school shootings and supermarket shootings, I ask you: Are you going to put your own desire for power ahead of the lives of our children, and our elderly, and our churchgoers? Because that’s what it looks like.


You realise that 90 per cent of Americans, regardless of political party, want background checks, universal background checks? Ninety per cent of us. We are being held hostage by fifty senators in Washington who refuse to even put it to a vote, despite what we, the American people, want. They won’t vote on it because they want to hold on to their own power. It’s pathetic. I’ve had enough.4





In 2022 there was a hopeful move when President Joe Biden signed into law the Bipartisan Safer Communities Act, which expanded background checks for people buying guns. The proposed law passed the Senate with unanimous consent and then passed in the US House of Representatives, 234 in favour and 193 against. It was the first major gun safety bill to pass in the United States in almost thirty years.5


But in 2023, America still reached a tragic milestone when guns reportedly became the leading cause of death for children and teenagers in the United States, overtaking deaths caused by motor vehicle accidents.6 Highlighting that fact, a hard-hitting December 2023 advertisement showed a child drowning in a backyard pool with bystanders offering ‘thoughts and prayers’ but not diving in to help.7 Amid growing weariness of the pattern of shootings, Biden again called on the US Congress to pass his ban on assault weapons.8


In May 2024, former president and soon-to-be-convicted-felon Donald Trump promised attendees at the NRA annual meeting in Dallas that he would roll back gun-control polices if he regained the presidency. He told the NRA crowd that gun owners’ rights were ‘under siege’.9 The Biden camp countered with a campaign advertisement honouring those killed at the school shooting in Uvalde; it included the words ‘Joe Biden expanded background checks, and is fighting to ban assault weapons … Donald Trump did nothing to keep us safe’.10 On the same day another advertisement, narrated by actor Robert De Niro, highlighted how Trump wanted to be a ‘dictator’. Kamala Harris’s campaign ads emphasised Trump’s status as a convicted felon.11


————


Australia does not have an organisation as powerful as the NRA, but guns do intrude into national politics. On 26 March 2019, for example, Australia’s ABC-TV played Part 2 of Al Jazeera’s hard-hitting piece How to Sell a Massacre,12 in which actor-turned-journalist Rodger Muller pretended to represent a non-existent pro-gun lobby group called Gun Rights Australia. Al Jazeera captured Steve Dickson, the state leader of Pauline Hanson’s One Nation party, boasting how easy it was to change regulations. ‘You just do anything. I was changing shit all the time. It was great,’ he said, the implication being that he could weaken Australia’s gun laws. (As a member of the Liberal National Party (LNP) of Queensland, Dickson had been minister for national parks, recreation, sport and racing under Premier Campbell Newman. In 2017, he had resigned from the party over the issue of medicinal cannabis.) On 28 March 2019, the ABC and Al Jazeera revealed further damning footage that showed One Nation leader Pauline Hanson appearing to suggest that the terrible Port Arthur massacre in 1996 had been part of a conspiracy.13 That suggestion drew quick condemnation from victims’ families and the major political parties.


Though the gun lobby in Australia is nowhere near as big as in the United States, it still contributed more than $500,000 during the 2017 Queensland election (helping Katter’s Australian Party and One Nation in particular). In the 2018 Victorian election, the Shooting Industry Foundation of Australia (SIFA) employed NRA-style tactics in a $200,000 ‘Not Happy Dan’ campaign that asked people to put Labor last and vote for pro-gun politicians. The Shooters, Fishers and Farmers Party had only one of two members re-elected at the Victorian election, but it did better in the 2019 NSW state election, winning three lower house seats.


One of the most enduring images in Australian political history is Prime Minister John Howard standing in front of an angry mob in Sale, Victoria. The moment was 16 June 1996, just six weeks after the Port Arthur massacre in which thirty-five people were killed and twenty-three wounded. Wearing a bulletproof vest, Howard addressed the crowd of shooters who were furious about his new gun laws. Faced with the display of anger, he was resolute. ‘We believe’, he said, ‘that it is in the national interest that there be a dramatic reduction in the number of automatic and semi-automatic weapons in the Australian community.’14


Three days after the Port Arthur tragedy, Howard had invited Kim Beazley and Cheryl Kernot to join him on a visit to the site of the massacre. Beazley was Labor Opposition leader; Kernot was leader of the Australian Democrats, the dominant crossbench party in the Senate. Howard’s aim was to build and keep consensus on gun reform. His reasoning reflected his deep political experience. ‘One thing I’ve known about politics for a long time’, he said later when reflecting on his time in office, ‘is that when you inherit a lot of political capital, you can be certain of one thing: it will deplete. Now, you either deplete it through doing something effective, or you just watch it deplete. Because it will deplete. It’s a law of nature.’15


Howard’s ‘something effective’ in this case was a package of gun law reforms and a national agreement that would help protect Australians for years to come and would prove to be a core part of his political legacy.


Kernot recalled the Port Arthur massacre and its immediate aftermath:




It happened on a Sunday. We were in Parliament House and my office got the call to say Mr Howard was taking a plane to Port Arthur and he invited me, as well as Kim Beazley, who was then Opposition leader. I had struck up a relationship with Howard over parental leave because, like many fathers, he had a grown-up daughter who didn’t agree with some of his ideas about working women. I accepted his invitation because it was important for politicians who could do something about it to be there and to understand how it could have happened. He was pretty quick to react, maybe to give people hope that some good around gun control might come out of it.


It was very moving. That footage still gets shown and I see myself in that checked jacket of the time. We didn’t have to change any policy to be in agreement with what he had to do, but Tim Fischer [of the National Party] did. A lot of us tried to support Tim, to say, ‘We understand this is hard for you, Tim [because you represent country people, who have guns]. You are being very courageous, it’s really important.’ I went to other gun-control debate events with [parliamentary colleagues]. I can remember one on the Gold Coast and one in country Queensland—not one where I had to wear a bulletproof vest, though.


That’s a good example of true bipartisanship. I don’t actually think all of the bipartisanship around asylum seekers and refugee policy has been a positive thing. It’s been born out of fear of losing votes rather than necessarily doing the right thing, and out of fear of being seen to be weak on national security, which the conservatives have developed into an art form.16





The Tasmanian Government moved quickly following the massacre. The Labor Party, with Michael Field as its leader, worked with the minority Liberal government (under Premier Tony Rundle) and the Greens to legislate reforms to what were some of the most lax gun laws in Australia. The new Firearms Act 1996 (Tasmania) received royal assent on 30 August 1996. Its preamble emphasised its bipartisan origins and character:




Whereas (a) following the tragic events which occurred at Port Arthur on 28 April 1996, the three political parties represented in the parliament, namely the Australian Labor Party, the Liberal Party of Australia and the Tasmanian Greens, have agreed together that the laws relating to control of firearms in Tasmania should be consistent with the laws applying in other States and Territories of the Commonwealth of Australia; and (b) the Australian Police Ministers’ Council has adopted a set of resolutions specifying common standards which are to be applied in all States and Territories, and those three parties have agreed to support the implementation of those standards in Tasmania.17





The massacre also drew a bipartisan response at the national level. On 9 May 1996, the federal Labor member for Denison in Tasmania, Duncan Kerr, rose in the House of Representatives to reflect on the killings in his home state. A former lawyer and judge, and minister for justice from 1993 to 1996, Kerr gave his support to stricter gun control in Australia. He spoke of his grief and sense of helplessness, and of the danger of returning to normality. Too often, he said, after an initial outburst of concern, things would quieten down and the 10 per cent who opposed stricter gun laws would apply political pressure on vulnerable politicians to stop reform:




I believe this historic opportunity is right before us. The Prime Minister, the Leader of the Opposition, the Attorney-General, and the shadow Attorney-General (Senator [Nick] Bolkus) should continue to make sure that we walk in lock step so that there can be no cleavage between us, no point of weakness, where the gun lobby can enter and take advantage of that moment of weakness.18





Daryl Williams QC, the Liberal member for Tangney in Western Australia, was Australia’s attorney-general. He welcomed the contribution from his learned friend across the aisle:




The member for Denison mentioned the sequence of bursts of concern that have followed massacres such as [the] Hoddle Street, Queen Street and Strathfield massacres. From the vantage of a week on, this one does seem different. The fact that the public has expressed across the country, across political party divisions, across state and territory boundaries, virtually unanimous support—to the extent that you can get that sort of measure in opinion polls—for banning automatic and semi-automatic weapons and for instituting a national gun register is a good measure of the public demanding action.19





Attorney-General Williams maintained the mutual tone: ‘I welcome the Opposition’s continuing bipartisan support for the strong stance taken by the Commonwealth.’20 That stance was reflected in the 1996 National Firearms Agreement (NFA) and associated legislation.


Not everyone, though, was on side for reform. Kerr mentioned the sad irony that pressure for backsliding was coming out of the Liberal National Coalition government in Victoria. He saw irony in this because ‘in the struggles I was involved in, as police minister, to try to get uniformity, it was the deputy premier of Victoria, Pat McNamara [of the National Party], who was probably my strongest ally’.21 Graeme Campbell, the independent member for Kalgoorlie, spoke strongly against what he called Howard’s ‘knee-jerk’ gun law reforms, saying, ‘I find it very difficult to be in agreement with [Victorian Liberal premier Jeff] Kennett, but I believe he is right on this issue. I urge this House not to vote for this, although I know that is pretty hopeless because of smug, sickening bipartisanship.’22


Though Kennett supported the 1996 gun law reforms, he was later criticised by Port Arthur victim and respected gun control advocate Walter Mikac for proposing a relaxation of the laws. In 1998, Kennett’s police minister, Bill McGrath, introduced legislation that would allow police to exempt gun owners from a 28-day cooling-off period before buying a weapon. The legislation would also have allowed people to carry and use guns in towns, and would have increased promotion of shooting as a sport. Kennett called Mikac’s criticism ‘impolite’ and ‘misinformed’.23


————


In 2020, Pat McNamara reflected on the 1996 reforms:




Warren McCann was head of the Justice Department when I was the police and emergency services and prisons minister. I took a proposal for gun reform to the ministerial council meeting two years before Port Arthur. It was picked up by Howard’s office and we ran with it but were blocked by Queensland. What Howard brought in [in 1996] was exactly what I had proposed two years before.


When the massacre happened, Bill McGrath had taken over Police and Emergency Services and I’d moved on to Agriculture and Resources. We had reduced the Cabinet from 24 to 21. Agriculture, Water, Plantation Forestry, Mining, Energy, Resources and Fisheries were all bundled into the one agency, one department, with one minister. And Warren said to me, ‘You never got credit for that [gun law reform].’


I said, ‘Well, we tried to get it up and then Howard brought in what we had proposed. It was a good result anyway.’


I was talking to Howard after he retired. He was asked at some Republican Party event he was paid to go to in the United States, ‘What do you think your greatest achievement was?’ And he talked about gun reform. ‘God,’ he said. ‘It was stony silence!’ His answer was not received well at all.


I think gun reform was an even tougher thing for Tim Fischer. Tim had shooters in his electorate. Howard probably didn’t have too many around the Harbour in Sydney that were mad-keen shooters, but Tim had a lot of people who were peeved off.


One person I did feel sorry for was Bluey Shelton, the Essendon footballing legend—he won best and fairest a couple of times. He rang me and said, ‘Pat, when I won my first best and fairest, you know what they gave me?’ I said, ‘No, I don’t.’ He said, ‘A semi-automatic shotgun.’ They knew he was a keen duck shooter. He said, ‘Pat, this is not a gun. This is a memory of my best year in the VFL [Victorian Football League].’ We tried to see if we could disable it, take out the firing pin, do this, do that. They said, ‘No, it has to be crushed.’ He was the only one I really felt sorry for.24


McNamara remembered how there was pushback against reform:


I think a lot of people thought, ‘I haven’t killed anyone, so why do you need to take my gun?’ You hear that a lot in the United States.


I think when most Australians look at what happens in the US, they say, ‘Thank Christ we did what we did.’ I don’t think there is ever a place for military assault weapons like we see in America. We don’t want people walking around the streets with them like people do in America at protests and so on. Yes, there was pushback, but we made the right call.25





————


In 1996, after the Port Arthur tragedy, the Australasian Police Ministers’ Council (APMC) adopted the NFA. Prior to the massacre, there had been inconsistencies between jurisdictions with regard to regulation of firearms.


Perhaps the most significant provision of the NFA was a flat-out ban on certain guns, including automatic rifles, semi-automatic rifles and shotguns. The ban included weapons of the types used in the Port Arthur massacre: a lightweight, magazine-fed, gas-operated semi-automatic Colt AR-15 rifle (the semi-automatic version of the M16 rifle sold for civilian and law enforcement markets in the United States) and a L1A1 Self-Loading Rifle, known as an SLR by the Canadian Army or simply as a light machine gun.


The NFA also established a registry of every gun owned in Australia and required a permit for all new firearm purchases. The Attorney-General’s Department, in a submission to a 2014 Senate inquiry, reflected on the situation pre-1996:




One of the most significant consequences of the lack of a uniform approach to gun control in Australia was the opportunity for firearms to be diverted to the illicit market. This was facilitated to an extent by loopholes in legislation and regulation, lack of oversight, and low penalties that were applied to firearm offences.26





On 9 August 1987 there had been a mass shooting on Hoddle Street in the Melbourne suburb of Clifton Hill that claimed the lives of seven people and seriously wounded nineteen others. Another shooting took place on 8 December 1987 at the Queen Street post office in Melbourne, killing nine people and injuring five. As a result of these terrible incidents—which scarred Melbourne in the 1980s—the federal government established the National Committee on Violence (NCV) through agreement between the prime minister, the state premiers and the chief minister of the Northern Territory in a meeting held in Darwin in December 1987. The NCV recommended in 1990 that national firearm laws be implemented, but this recommendation was not acted upon until after the Port Arthur massacre.


The 1996 NFA consisted of the following resolutions:


• a ban on automatic and semi-automatic long-arms other than in exceptional circumstances


• nationwide registration of all firearms (expanding the existing regulations requiring handguns to be registered to include long-arms as well)


• established categories of firearm types to be used in the licensing of firearms


• a requirement that applicants for a firearms licence demonstrate a ‘genuine reason for owning, possessing or using a firearm’ (for some licence categories, applicants must also demonstrate a genuine need)


• the introduction of basic licence requirements—in addition to the demonstration of ‘genuine reason’, a licence applicant should be aged eighteen years or over, be a fit and proper person, be able to prove identity (have 100 points of original identification) and undertake an adequate safety test


• a requirement that first-time licence applicants complete a safety training course


• the introduction of grounds for licence refusal or cancellation and seizure of firearms


• a uniform standard for the security and storage of firearms


• introduction of firearm permits and a minimum 28-day waiting period


• a requirement that firearms sales be conducted only by or through licensed firearm dealers.27


A key element of the NFA was a $500 million gun buyback scheme. As required under the Australian Constitution, the scheme would deliver ‘just compensation’ to gun owners. It eventually resulted in the successful collection and destruction of well over half a million firearms. On that unforgettable day in Sale, Prime Minister Howard fielded angry questions about the buyback from the crowd of about 3000 people:




‘What are you going to do when the money runs out … because your $500 million will go nowhere near the mark.’


‘I find it rather disgusting that you state your government has no money for conservation but you’re prepared to throw in excess of $500 million on this exercise to advance your own agenda.’28





A 1997 audit of the gun buyback found that the initiative had secured the surrender of about 640,000 prohibited firearms nationwide. The program was funded by a once-off 0.2 per cent increase in the Medicare levy. The total cost in compensation to owners of firearms was about $304 million, and about $57 million was paid to the states and territories for establishing, promoting and operating the scheme.29


————


In 2018, Tasmanian Liberal premier Will Hodgman, a former barrister and solicitor, announced a proposed loosening of gun laws—and then backtracked. On the eve of the March state election that year, the controversial policy came to light, with the Liberal government saying it would relax gun laws to support sporting shooters and help farmers get better access to their ‘tools of the trade’.30 (Apart from the merits of the policy, this episode raised important questions about the electoral process. Given that one in two voters cast their ballot before election day, should the Electoral Commission require all policies to be on the table and costed when the pre-poll booths are opened?) However, following the re-election of the Liberals, Tasmania’s former Liberal premier Tony Rundle, who had introduced the gun laws in 1996, was instrumental in getting the 2018 government to maintain them. ‘I’m not in favour … of watering down the gun laws in any shape or form,’ he said on ABC-TV’s 7.30 program on 8 March.31 On 17 August, Hodgman announced that the proposal to wind back the gun laws had been abandoned, saying, ‘There are deeply held concerns about public safety, and in an area as important to Tasmanians as gun laws, public confidence in our laws is essential.’32


In the hours after the dreadful Christchurch mosque shootings on 15 March 2019, there was no daylight between the words of condemnation from Australia’s Liberal prime minister, Scott Morrison, and Labor Opposition leader, Bill Shorten. ‘We condemn absolutely the attack that occurred today by an extremist, right-wing, violent terrorist,’ said Morrison,33 while Shorten said, ‘Today, all of us in our parliament send the same message to the people of New Zealand: we are here to help you carry the burden of grief and to shoulder and share the weight of sadness, because our two nations are not just friends; we are family. We are one.’34


‘[NZ Prime Minister] Jacinda Ardern is copying [John Howard] exactly,’ said Liberal Party vice-president Teena McQueen on the ABC’s Q&A program on 25 March 2019.35 Did Ardern copy Howard? Not exactly. Without detracting from the great leadership Howard showed in reforming Australia’s gun laws, which are now a model for the world, Prime Minister Ardern secured her own place in history with the leadership she showed in the wake of the Christchurch massacre. She announced that New Zealand would introduce a ban on military-style semi-automatic guns and assault weapons of the type used in the massacre, saying, ‘It is in the national interest and it is about safety.’36 Her announcement of the ban was immediately endorsed by the Opposition National Party and the NZ Federated Farmers (NZFF). NZFF spokesman Miles Anderson conceded, ‘This will not be popular among some of our members.’37 Keeping in mind the history of Howard’s gun reforms, Ardern knew she had to move quickly before there was any kind of gun-lobby backlash. She wanted the new laws passed through the NZ Parliament within three weeks.


On 10 April 2019, Ardern achieved her goal when the gun-reform bill passed the New Zealand Parliament 119 votes in favour to 1 against. She received international accolades for the compassion, empathy and leadership she had shown after the Christchurch shootings, and strong bipartisan support to make military-style semi-automatic rifles illegal in New Zealand.


The 25 March 2019 episode of Q&A is now notorious for McQueen’s ‘copying’ claim. But that same episode is important for other reasons, too, including a significant moment of genuine bipartisanship. Labor shadow minister for water and environment Tony Burke came to the defence of Greens leader Richard Di Natale when McQueen accused Di Natale of hate speech:




I am going to defend Richard Di Natale in this. Absolutely. And there is an argument coming at the moment that is trying to establish an equivalence between somebody saying we need to have a ‘final solution’, we need to ban Muslims from the country, from people who describe Islam as a disease—and because they say that angrily, [they] think it is the anger [that] is the only thing that makes it hate speech, and if someone responds with some anger and a bit of passion, that is somehow hate speech, too. It’s not. Yes, we will disagree on a whole range of issues, but to imply that somebody who is standing up against racism is guilty of the same sort of hate speech as the people who have allowed the hatred that we have seen in the last couple of weeks to fester, have a basis, and be legitimised by so many people, it just doesn’t add up … It is fundamentally different.38





Another powerful instance of bipartisan amity had followed Senator Fraser Anning’s notoriously racist ‘final solution’ speech to the Senate on 14 August 2018. Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull reached across the despatch table in Parliament House to shake the hand of Labor Opposition leader Bill Shorten. Around the same time, Liberal Josh Frydenberg hugged his close friend Labor member Ed Husic. And in another historic moment of bipartisanship, on 3 April 2019, the Coalition Liberal National government joined forces with Labor and the Greens to condemn Anning for ‘his inflammatory and divisive comments’ regarding the Christchurch terror attacks. The condemnation motion was moved by Senate leader Mathias Cormann and the leader of the Opposition in the Senate, Penny Wong.39


————


In July 2018, the Royal Australasian College of Surgeons (RACS) released a statement in which Royal Hobart Hospital visiting general surgeon Dr Stephen Wilkinson said, ‘In the 18 years prior to the introduction of [the 1996] gun laws, there were 13 fatal mass shootings in Australia—104 victims were killed. Since their introduction, there has been only the one mass shooting in Margaret River WA.’40 The Margaret River shooting was on 11 May 2018, when a man killed his wife, daughter and four grandchildren before taking his own life. The statement said, ‘Australia acted and produced successful legislation to reduce mass killings by firearms. It has worked and continues to work.’41


After the RACS statement was released, on 4 June 2019, a shooting in Darwin killed four people and injured another, and on 12 December 2022 tragedy struck Australia again when police constables Rachel McCrow and Matthew Arnold were shot dead in an ambush on a property 340 kilometres west of the Sunshine Coast at Wieambilla in Queensland. Local neighbour Alan Dare was also killed. One of the shooters, Nathaniel Train, had been able to legally purchase ammunition despite having a suspended gun licence.


On 28 April 2024, thirty-five years after the Port Arthur massacre, Prime Minister Anthony Albanese announced that the Australian Government had finally delivered a missing piece of the gun law reforms: a national firearms register. The register will help prevent tragedies such as the one at Wieambilla, but disturbingly, it will be another four years until it is fully operational across all states and territories, some of which are still using paper-based register systems.


————


The national interest and the security and safety of citizens are the best reasons for politics to be put aside. Gun laws will always be a contentious issue, but the post–Port Arthur bipartisanship under Howard’s prime ministership, as reflected in the 1996 NFA and subsequent legislation, was a landmark of politics and policy.


Former leader of the Tasmanian Greens and current leader of the Australian Greens Christine Milne reflected on the 1996 negotiations around the new gun laws:




The Greens had been moving legislation nearly every year to ban military-style automatic and semi-automatic weapons, and every year it was defeated 30 to 5 (the five Greens on one side, the thirty Liberal and Labor members on the other).


In early 1996 the state election was held, the Greens got balance of power and we had a Liberal minority government. It had only been in place for three weeks when the Port Arthur massacre occurred. That was critically important in terms of the working relationship, because up until that point, Tony Rundle would have nothing to do with me. In fact, when I rang him to say we needed to talk about how the minority government was going to work, he said, ‘I can’t be seen anywhere near you, and you can’t come to my office.’ So we organised to meet in a churchyard after the funeral of a prominent person who was a mutual friend. It was the only place where the journos would not make something of the fact we were actually having a discussion. That’s how toxic minority government was …


The massacre forced a change in the whole political equation. Tasmania went into shock. The whole state was reeling with grief. It was a scenario where everybody had to put aside normal political engagement—a bit like in COVID, but more shocking.


I’ll never forget it. I was at my parents’ home at Wesley Vale and it came across the bottom of the TV while the football was on, that there’d been a mass shooting at Port Arthur. I actually said to my mother, ‘Where in the world is there another Port Arthur?’ I just couldn’t believe it would be Tasmania’s Port Arthur.


Shortly after that, the phone rang. It was Premier Rundle. He said, ‘Come back to Hobart, we’re going to have a Cabinet meeting and I’m going to invite you and Michael Field and the police, because we have to talk about it.’ That was really important because it wasn’t just the Australian media, it was the global media that was focused on what had happened in Tasmania.


So at that Cabinet meeting, when Rundle was discussing options for the government’s response, it was clear they were considering tinkering around the edges of reform. I said, ‘We have to do serious gun law reform.’ They all knew I had the upper hand because I’d moved legislation in the past to ban the weapons that had now killed all these people, and both Liberal and Labor had voted against it. They understood that if they refused to take serious action I would go out to the world’s media and say, ‘These people have got blood on their hands.’ It wasn’t quite those words, but everybody understood. I said, ‘The world’s media are here and the action we take must honour the dead.’


In that Cabinet meeting—when I said we can’t go with ad hoc stuff, we need serious gun law reform—I was backed by Ron Cornish, who was a Liberal minister. He was the last person I expected to back me up, because he and I had been head-to-head before over gay law reform. But I’d forgotten that he’d been a policeman prior to coming into politics and had a very different view about guns than a lot of his colleagues. So a decision was made that we would ban military-style automatic and semi-automatic weapons as part of gun law reform, and that there would be a tripartite committee formed to work out the details. Premier Rundle then went out in a very dignified manner and said that we would have gun law reform and ban these weapons in Tasmania.


John Howard came down to the memorial service at St David’s [Cathedral in Hobart on 1 May]. He knew what Tasmania was doing and he had the backing of the Liberal Party in Tasmania when he announced gun law reform. It was obviously critical to him being able to go back to Canberra and enact national gun law reform. I’ve always said that’s the one thing I credit Howard with—taking a gutsy stand on gun law reform and then taking it national. But he couldn’t have taken it on if the Tasmanian Liberals hadn’t agreed, and if the Greens hadn’t had the balance of power it wouldn’t have happened. So in achieving gun law reform, it was absolutely critical not having a majority government and having more than two parties in what had been a two-party system in Tasmania.42





Organised conflict is fundamental to our system of law and government. It determines the physical shape of our courts and our parliaments. The standard Westminster chamber is a squashed colosseum in which two dominant parties battle it out. In the middle of the Legislative Assembly of Victoria’s state parliament, the despatch table is one-anda-half sword-lengths wide so in the heat of debate one party’s champion cannot reach across and run his or her counterpart through.


Good policy, though, depends on political cooperation in the national interest. John Howard, Australia’s second-longest-serving prime minister, led Australia through one of the toughest moments in our history. More than twenty years have now passed since the Port Arthur massacre. The subsequent world-leading gun control laws, one of Howard’s greatest policy achievements, are arguably the best example of bipartisanship in Australian politics.
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The National Disability Insurance Scheme




Ideally, we want to live in a dignified and simplified society where we have the confidence and self-esteem to speak our mind and have the opportunities that everyone has.


Shut Out, 20091





Dignity is a human right, as is equality of opportunity. But many people who are born with disabilities, or who acquire them after birth, are confronted with high social and economic obstacles that frequently lead to systemic disadvantage. Barriers to dignity and opportunity affect people with disabilities along with their families, friends and carers—and society as a whole. A powerful test of a society is how well it serves people who are differently abled.


Not too long ago, a common policy response to people with disabilities—whether physical or intellectual—was to house them in asylums or other similar institutions. According to the 1947 census, after World War II there were 406 ‘Charitable Institution(s) (other than Hospital)’ in Australia. Institutionalisation kept many disabled people out of sight and out of the public debate.


(The Netflix series The Crown shone a light on that phenomenon. The episode in season four titled ‘The Heredity Principle’ concerns the story of Queen Elizabeth’s cousins Nerissa and Katherine Bowes-Lyon, who were admitted in 1941 to the Royal Earlswood Institution for Mental Defectives. Sadly, they were never able to take part in the duties and recreations of the royal family, and were even listed in the 1963 edition of Burke’s Peerage as having died in 1940 and 1961, respectively. The public did not learn of the existence of the sisters until 1987. Nerissa had passed the year before that; Katherine lived until 2014.)


Australia’s wartime prime minister Ben Chifley attempted to introduce a universal social insurance scheme for people with disabilities. The scheme would have helped many Australians, including injured soldiers, but would have done little to help those living in institutions. Chifley’s Labor government was defeated in 1949 and his scheme was never implemented. During that year’s election campaign, Chifley said:




It is the duty and the responsibility of the community, and particularly those more fortunately placed, to see that our less fortunate fellow citizens are protected from those shafts of fate which leave them helpless and without hope … That is the objective for which we are striving. It is … the beacon, the light on the hill, to which our eyes are always turned and to which our efforts are always directed.2





The 1970s saw international moves to improve the status and care of people with disabilities. In 1971, for example, the United Nations adopted the Declaration on the Rights of Mentally Retarded Persons. The Declaration of the Rights of Disabled Persons followed in 1975. In that same decade, Australian prime minister Gough Whitlam attempted to introduce a universal social insurance scheme that focused on supporting people with acquired disability. The Whitlam scheme would have provided financial compensation and support to citizens, similar to the Accident Compensation Corporation (Te Kaporeihana Āwhina Hunga Whara) introduced in New Zealand in 1974.


A variety of groups lined up in opposition to the scheme. The legal profession defended the common-law approach; unions thought a government scheme might be less favourable than what they could negotiate, and also did not want to lose common-law rights; insurers had a vested interest in keeping the status quo; and the federal Opposition was against such a major government intervention—especially one conceived by Whitlam.3 The 1974 proposal died with the Whitlam government. The dream of universal support disappeared for the next thirty-five years.


In 1993, the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action was adopted at the World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna, Austria. The declaration states: ‘All human rights are universal, indivisible and interdependent and interrelated. The international community must treat human rights globally in a fair and equal manner, on the same footing, and with the same emphasis.’4 However, it was not until the twenty-first century that the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities was adopted by the United Nations, on 13 December 2006; it opened for signature on 30 March 2007. Australia was one of the first countries to ratify it. The convention adopted the principle that all human rights are universal and noted that ‘disability is an evolving concept’ involving interaction between impairments and environmental factors.5


A growing focus on human rights coincided with the end of wholesale institutionalisation of people with disabilities. A series of factors were behind that move, including a new ethos of care in the Catholic Church after the Second Vatican Council (1962–65), a stronger social drive towards inclusion, widely publicised horror stories of criminal neglect, and the hard economic fact that it was cheaper to keep disabled persons in their homes than in institutions.


Though the goals of deinstitutionalisation were admirable, in the West the process was largely botched. Yes, disabled people were now present in the community, but they had too few supports. Problems of inclusion and access remained unsolved, and people with disabilities were socially, culturally, politically and physically isolated. People in wheelchairs could not access trams, for example, or trains, buses, taxis, office buildings, playgrounds, cinemas, restaurants, hotels or the majority of private homes.6 Hard and soft constraints prevented people with disabilities from fully participating in society. Disadvantaged when it came to applying for jobs or being promoted once employed, they were underrepresented in senior roles and near-invisible on corporate boards.


Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with disabilities faced a double whammy: they experienced disadvantage because of their disability, and racism because of their heritage.7 In the 2015 Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers, the Australian Bureau of Statistics found that about 24 per cent of Aboriginal people living in households experienced disability, compared to 17.5 per cent of people in non-Aboriginal households.8 By 2018–19, the former figure had risen to 27 per cent. There are currently around 66,000 First Nations people with a profound or severe disability in Australia. It is common for disability service providers to misunderstand the cultural needs of First Nations people, while dedicated support services for First Nations people are rarely oriented towards people with disabilities.
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