
 

'Can't help being cynical about motives' 
Libs late into land-fund play 
Keith Scott probes the Coalition's strategy on amendments to the 
Aboriginal land-fund Bill. 

3 September 1994 

IT WAS difficult not to feel sympathy for Opposition frontbencher Michael Wooldridge 
when he spoke from the heart on Aboriginal issues on Wednesday. 

Dr Wooidridge, a former Opposition spokesman on Aboriginal afTairs, told 
Parliament he had worked "very hard" and invested a "lot of emotion" on the 
Opposition's amendments to the proposed national Aboriginal land fund and had even 
"risked having arguments" with colleagues. 

"With the anger I feel at the moment, this will be one of my last contributions to 
Aboriginal affairs debates in this House for some time ..." he said. 

Dr Wooldridge's anger was directed at the Government for refusing to consider any of 
the Coalition's amendments to the proposed land-fund legislation. It should equally 
have been directed at Opposition Leader, Alexander Downer, and conservatives in his 
party. 

It was far more difficult to feel sympathy for Mr Downer when, after a political speech 
on the issue on Tuesday, he held a press conference to complain that the Prime 
Minister, Paul Keating, was using Aboriginal affairs for "party political gain" and was 
being "divisive" by refusing to consider the Coalition's amendments. 

If Mr Keating is able to use the land fund for party political gain, it is partly the 
Opposition's fault. 

The Opposition, now crying foul because its amendments have been rejected, was late 
dealing itself into the game. As Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice 
Commissioner Mick Dodson told The Canberra Times this week: "The game is in its 
dying stages and they have tried to delay it and get on and have a kick. One can't help 
being cynical about their motives." 

Until a few weeks ago, the Opposition had shown no sign it was prepared to negotiate 
with the Government on the fund — being established to buy land for dispossessed 
Aborigines — despite it being promised by Mr Keating as early as last year and the 
draft legislation being completed in June. Although Opposition spokeswoman Chris 
Gallus said when she became shadow minister that she supported the fund, she was 
quickly sat on by Mr Downer's office and forced to recant. 

Opposition environment spokesman Ian McLachlan said in May: "1 can promise you 
that Coalition policy is that the land fund will be opposed and the native title 
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[legislation] will be repealed." Mr Downer said on June 16 that "we have said all along 
we would oppose the establishment of the fund". 

It is now apparent Mr Downer did not see any value in attempting to join debate on 
the fund by proposing amendments to it rather than opposing it outright until after 
his disastrous trips to Western Australia and the Northern Territory in July when he 
stumbled badly on Aboriginal affairs issues. 

There is no doubt that once Coalition moderates such as Dr Wooldridge, Ms Gallus 
and Peter Nugent managed to convince him last month to propose amendments to the 
Bill, Ms Gallus and others worked hard (although without consultation with 
Aborigines) to put together 

Michael Wooldridge suggestions they believed could improve the legislation. 

But there is equally no doubt conservatives in the party only agreed to the approach 
because they knew the Government would be unable to agree to all the amendments 
so at the end of the day they would vote against the Bill. The tactic allowed Downer to 
walk the knife edge between conservatives and moderates. 

Apart from the fact that the Opposition's late entry to the game made the tactic 
transparent, the best argument against its key amendments is that they miss the point 
of the fund. 

The Government has always said the fund is part of a threestage process after the High 
Court's Mabo ruling on native title: the native-title legislation passed last year, the 
fund, and a social-justice package next year to address issues such as equity for 
Aborigines in basic services such as health, housing and education. 

Some of the Coalition's more minor amendments appear quite reasonable. They go, 
for example, to increasing accountability of the Indigenous Land Corporation to be 
established under the Bill and ensuring its board includes experts in business and 
finance. 

The amendments causing most concern are those which seek to tie improvements in 
health, housing or education to any land purchases and to give Parliament the power 
to disallow purchases. 

The trouble with the first of these is that it presumes the indigenous corporation will 
not be able to make judgments about what is in the interests of Aborigines even though 
the Bill already states its purchases should provide "economic, environmental, social 
or cultural benefits". Another problem is that the fund was never supposed to locus on 
issues such as health and education. 

They are issues which must be addressed, but to knock down the land fund on the 
grounds that it does not address them is a classic case of setting up straw men. 

Dodson says: "It is like saying to someone who wins an award in court and gets 
damages for a negligence injury: 'You can't spend that money on going on a world trip 
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or buying yourself a house, you've got to spend that money on a wheelchair and a 
housekeeper'. 

"What the land fund is seeking to address is the denial of a right to an entitlement." 

The suggestion Parliament should be empowered to disallow land purchases is equally 
discriminatory in giving Parliament the power to disallow land grants to Aborigines 
where it would not disallow grants to non-Aborigines on the same basis. 

Some of the Coalition's minor amendments deserve more attention than they have 
been given by the Government, but because of the way they went about it, it is clear 
Coalition hardheads believed they never would be and in the end, it would not matter: 
they had other amendments ready to introduce — such as giving the states (who are 
not providing a cent to the fund) representation on the corporation's board — if there 
emerged any real danger of bipartisanship. 

 
 


