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I would like to begin by acknowledging the traditional owners of the land on which we stand -  the Gadigal people and acknowledge Elders past and present.  
I would also like to acknowledge the Wamba Wamba Perrepa Perrepa Nation on whose land I live and work and pay my respects to the many Indigenous people who guide the work that I do as well as Aunty Beryl Carmichael and Renee Williamson who sit on the panel with me today. 
Today I want to tell you some of the stories from where I live - The Riverina in southern NSW near the Edward River   - Kolety as it is known by the traditional owners. 

This is the land of my wife, Jeanette’s father’s people. It is the home of the Wamba Wamba people who have lived among the red gum and black box forests since time began.  This country was full of resources and what wasn’t around was brought by trade with their neighbours. This was an inclusive society that existed on principals of respect and responsibility.
Over tens of thousands of years the people of the Wamba Wamba, Yorta Yorta, Mutthi Mutthi and others occupied the area we now call central Murray.  We know from oral tradition how strong the identity of these nations was and continues to be, through languages, stories and the landscape.  

My wife’s people lived through climatic changes, through periods of prolonged drought and hardship and they lived through changes to the rivers and lands. They suffered from sickness and injury like any other people and they survived.  There is ample evidence that this survival depended on relationships with others through complex kinship and trade systems - they survived by being inclusive.
By the time Arthur Phillip declared this country for the British there were more than 3,000 Wamba Wamba people living in and around the central Murray forest. Early maps from about 1820 show large areas of land set aside for the Indigenous people. However long before 1835 when the first white men arrived in the Riverina the effects of colonization had been felt across most of the country with diseases preceding their colonialism.

In Wamba Wamba language there are two expressions that give some idea of the impact of the spreading disease - 
· Yathunge jah – poisoned land and 
· Yathaminyuk  - fog of death
Waves of fog covered the landscape killing many  - leaving resources unused like the mountains of eels caught in traditional eel traps but left uneaten in northern Victoria.
Within 15 years of the first white people coming to the area less than 20 people can be found to have survived the initial impact of European occupation into Wamba Wamba country and while these people became the foundation for today’s population they were again rocked by a massacre in the 1870’s.  
This massacre on the Tumudgery Creek, only 40km from the town of Deniliquin, was made even more significant because the knowledge of this event was held in the oral history of the white landholders in the district and only became known in recent years- although my wife’s people rarely ventured into that particular gully.
By the late 1800’s the remaining Wamba Wamba families were restricted in their movements and forced to remain near the major homesteads- like  Calimo and  Elimdale with other camps on the edge of town.  They were moved from place to place as the land they lived on became required by farmers.  By 1916, 11 families were finally settled on what is now known as Moonah cullah Mission   - Moona from the Wamba Wamba word for lagoon and Cullah from Kolety the word for the Edward River. Now began over 50 years of oppression through the Aboriginal Protection Board. This control extended over every aspect of life through forced marriages, religious indoctrination and removal of children. It was through this history that the current Aboriginal community developed.
In 1961 my wife, Jeanette,  aged 9, was moved from the mission into the edge of town and met white children for the first time. Her memories of the mission were mainly of being taken to the bush every now and then and coming home to find children missing  - only by her father’s action did she escape from being one of the stolen generation. As she grew older she began to understand what had happened to her people and what struggles lay ahead. Now in her late 50’s we are confronted with the life expectancy issues that so often confront Indigenous people. So you can see that this is a very personal story for me.
So where did reconciliation in Deniliquin start – in my community reconciliation was not even considered a concept until very recent years - there were, however, many people who individually worked to address injustices and to advocate on behalf of Aboriginal people but these were a very small minority and in most cases did not receive popular support.  
It has to be remembered that in most rural communities there has been very little change in the make up of the community - both Indigenous and non-Indigenous. The Aboriginal community is usually directly descended from the local traditional owners and the non-Aboriginal community includes descendents of the first white settlers of the area. Remember when I mentioned the Massacre of the Tumudgery more that 100 years ago and that this is  still a topic of conversation today
In broad terms we have seen, within the last 40 years, enormous recognition of the roles that Aboriginal people play in today’s society and in the economy. However there has also been a continuation of social economic and political inequity and this can be easily seen in rural Australia. 
The Nyerna Reconciliation Group was formed in 2004 after a racial attack on my wife. Driving into town one day she was harassed by a man in a ute – passing her and screaming at her. This in what is now the Ute capital of the world – but how ironic as one of our young men will be performing a welcome to country at the Deni Ute Muster this weekend.

While Jeanette and many of her community have seen racism all their lives and have developed different ways of dealing with it this was too much for a young non-Aboriginal women in town who wrote to the local paper and called for the formation of a local reconciliation group. 
Nobody had talked reconciliation before – and there were few who thought it could achieve anything. In the beginning it was seen as whitefellas business but increasingly there have been reasons to work together. We took the name Nyerna from the local Wamba Wamba language meaning - to sit, think and consider.
Our group focuses on events and forums using films, discussion groups and media campaigns to build an awareness of local social justice issues and more recently profiling local Aboriginal people. Symbolic initiatives such as the dual naming of the local Edward River, now also known by its traditional name of Kolety in 2006, and the installation of signs, recognising local Wamba Wamba Perrepa Perrepa country on the six entrances to town in 2007, have remained in place  and are a tangible and permanent recognition of the traditional owners of the area.
Practical initiatives have been to support the local Wamba Wamba Perrepa Perrepa Cultural Week held in October each year and continuing work with Yarkuwa Indigenous Knowledge Centre Aboriginal Corporation. Through this time there has been an increase in Indigenous employment in the community and in the education systems and greater interaction in the community.  Nyerna has also become a recognised  group in town with the Local Council nominating a Councillor to be a member of the group. 
In 2003 a local community initiative began a drive to find out more about the local community – to build a strong community and to uncover its history – this led to the opening of Yarkuwa Indigenous Knowledge Centre.  This initiative was supported by TAFE NSW and resulted in recognition on a number of levels including a Bronze Award in the 2005 NSW Premier’s Public Sector Awards and the NSW TAFE Aboriginal Awards in 2006.  Locally the centre and members have also been recognised in winning awards in the local Business Awards.  Yarkuwa’s programs include cultural education, natural resource management, cultural tourism and community development. But while this recognition is important it is also fleeting and requires constant reinforcement. In 2007 the local Chamber of Commerce dropped the Indigenous Award as it was seen to be outside the business community.  The challenge to recognise that the Indigenous community is part of the whole community including the economy remains a challenge. 

While we have been occupied with symbolic and practical actions we have not been so successful with influencing the hearts and minds of our community.  It is the hearts and minds stuff that brought so many people to walk across the bridge and so many to stop earlier this year for the Apology.   A local example was the role our Reconciliation Group had in supporting the local Indigenous community during the repatriation of 28 individuals from museums in Sydney and Canberra in 2005. These were reburied in an emotional ceremony which involved the whole community.
While many of us can recount successful events at the end of the day we continue to ask what has changed? What has changed in the life expectancy gap, the infant mortality gap and the cycle of poverty.?– think of the current debate about the single pension of only $278 per week when an adult on CDEP is on $224.  I also recently analysed the interaction between Black and White people in my town of Deniliquin and concluded that about 0.01% of the population actually interacts through personal relationships – that is away from work, meetings, events etc.
Only recently I observed the discomfort of members of the Aboriginal community when dealing with members of the non-Aboriginal community. After some discussion this revealed some of the impact that remains from the Aboriginal Protection Board. Some of the members of the local reconciliation group did not understand this as they do not see this the same way as I did.  This was explained by the fact that this discomfort is overcome only through regular and meaningful interaction.  
Several other events have occurred recently that reveal to me how much work lies ahead on the journey towards reconciliation -  Only a couple of weeks ago I was visited by a local farmer after an encounter with a member of the Aboriginal community suffering from a mental health issue.   The object of the visit was how they could  ‘close down’ the mission – this was disturbing on a number of levels but not the least being the continuation of a belief that the non-Aboriginal community can determine how and where Aboriginal people live.  In retrospect this should not have been surprising given the reaction to the NT intervention which used the same justification used by the Aboriginal Protection Board almost 100 years ago. 

There are also number of other issues which influence my perspective on reconciliation.  My experience over more than 20 years allows me to see the economic and social contribution the Indigenous community makes to the Australian community.  This is becoming increasingly important in western NSW where Indigenous communities are growing 6 times faster than the non-Indigenous community.  I also know the importance of investing in local community development where a long term investment with tangible results developing over decades rather than being achieved in the short term.  There are some important lessens for government when allocating resources  -  including the absolute requirement that programs be whole of government in design and implementation but not necessarily whole of community. In many instances parallel programs are the only way that results can be achieved
A good example of a program making a real difference is the Indigenous Protected Area program which is a federal government natural resource management program on Aboriginal controlled land.  Currently there are over 20 IPAs throughout the country including Wattleridge in northern NSW. This program has been in place for almost 10 years and has now received funding for a further five. This is in a town that did not have a land base prior to 1999 and a community that was becoming increasingly disconnected. In a recent Message Stick  entitled ‘Growing up strong’ Wattleridge was one of five IPAs showcased to show how long term investment in a local initiative really does work – In this case the journey began in earnest in 1994  and now 14 years later provides employment and training for more than 15 members of the local community as well as continuing to look after country.
There is also increasing recognition of the importance of Indigenous science as we grapple with the challenges of climate change. The formation of the Murray and Lower Darling Indigenous Nations provides an opportunity for Indigenous communities to be heard and to develop ideas such as Land use and occupancy mapping and concepts such as cultural water flows.

These examples draw me back to how communities work and the challenges that remain  – with this in mind I would like to suggest that we are now entering a new era in reconciliation – past the apology – one where we continue to progress symbolic and practical work and to address social and economic disadvantage but also one where we are anchored within the Social Inclusion framework. 
While we must always be prepared to be proactive in our determination to address the injustices that continue to occur throughout the country, we must also monitor our own motivations and work with, and not for, Indigenous communities. 
There is also a warning here that we should not confuse social inclusion which is about participation bringing diverse communities together to build shared understanding  with social cohesion which is concerned with mainstreaming to improve the functioning of core values.
True social inclusion is as important now as it has always been – at times of changing landscapes 12,000 years ago, times of environmental hardship – 6,000 years ago and following the impact of the poisoned fog 180 years ago. As Australian Human Rights Commissioner Tom Calma stated earlier this year at the ‘Making a Difference  - Social Inclusion for New and Emerging Communities Conference and quoting from AHRCs’ new vision – social inclusion is for every one, every day, every where.  And for me this is where reconciliation sits and where future challenges lie.  

PAGE  
1

