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I would like to begin my message to you this morning by thanking Joy Murphy for her welcome to the land of the Wurrundjeri people. It was a very important introduction for a ceremony such as this which is a celebration of your new status as graduates and it is a welcome that is very much about who we as Australians are.

For me today it also has a special significance because I want to talk about my relationship as a European Australian woman with the indigenous women that I have to know with whom I have shared the common bond of being Australians.

My friendship with the women elders of the Yolngu people of Yirrkala grew out of my involvement with our indigenous education programme, when in 1997 I was asked by the then Chancellor and Vice-Chancellor to head an inquiry into the severe under performance of our Koori Student Unit. This was a support centre for our indigenous students situated off campus about 5 minutes walk from the university entrance in Grattan Street.

The investigation was undertaken by me and two indigenous academics, Lillian Holt who was then with the University of Queensland and Wendy Brabham from Deakin University. The review involved submissions from a wide range of indigenous academics and other together with a programme of discussion groups and open meetings.

As a result of the information we received the unit was relocated to its present building in the centre of the university and a chair of indigenous studies was created with the subsequent appointment of Professor Marcia Langton, one of Australia's foremost indigenous scholars to head it.

Because of my relationship with the centre and the academic programme I was invited to the GAMA festival which is held annually at Yirrkala in Arnhem Land at the most northerly tip of the Gulf of Carpentaria. It is the opportunity for students, academics and others to be introduced to the cultural activities and social issues for the community.

Lillian Holt and I went together and my seniority and age enabled me to relate easily to the women elders. I spent time with two of the elders collecting small shells from the shoreline of an inlet for the purpose of making the necklaces and other adornments of the area. I also made undistinguished efforts to make one of their beautiful woven baskets. These activities and my interest in their day to day lives resulted in my being invited back to Yirrkala the following year for several days with the women elders on their own. While I didn't know it at the time, one of them who gave me a beautiful carved lizard was a very well known artist who subsequently held a sell out exhibition here in Melbourne.

During the visit we spent time on the beach at Yirrkala and I visited several homes and was driven to areas of special significance. We talked freely about their future and their hopes and fears for their children and grand children.

Growing out of that has been a friendship I greatly value with several of the leading women including the artist I spoke of.

Following a further visit to Yirrkala eighteen months ago the University sponsored a trip to Melbourne of a rock band from the Yirrkala School to play at three schools and at a University lunchtime concert. The group was accommodated at International House as the week we chose was in the last part of their semester break.

I attended all the concerts and the band was a huge success. They played with talent and gusto and everyone was involved and enthused. At MLC and Trinity Grammar School, where we have indigenous scholarship holders, the reception was riotous.

The only hurdle they had to overcome was the need to sleep in a single room on their own with the door shut. None of them had slept on their own before and the first two nights were very frightening. Then they recovered and having a room to themselves became a highlight of the trip.

The tour was the outcome of a conversation I had had, on the beach twelve months before when one of the teachers at the school had told me about the band and the great reception they had received when they had played 2 concerts in Darwin.

Overall we now have a regular group of students going to the annual GAMA festival as part of Professor Marcia Langton's indigenous studies course. We have a University preparation course at Trinity College and residential scholarships for indigenous students who are succeeding in courses such a veterinary science which, as you will all be aware, has the highest entry cut-off score. And this is against the background of a fragile and possibly disappearing culture.

On my last visit to Yirrkala, as I was sitting on the beach following a tour around the mining area, and my closest indigenous friend, one of the school teachers who had arranged the band tour, said sadly but matter of factly "In 30 years all this will be gone".

She may be wrong of course but she could very well be right and it is what makes programmes such as ours so important for now and the future. The artists are mostly the older generation. It is hard to keep the younger generation at school. The culture is only passed down to those who are considered worthy of receiving it; and the youth, especially the young men, are part of mainstream activities involving alcohol, cars and the behaviour that goes with them.

I want to finish with what I see as the significance of this story to you who are graduating. All of you here this morning are likely to be in leadership positions in some form, either in your chosen field or in your communities. How well informed you are in this area is becoming increasingly important because of the recognition of the damage that result from prejudice and active discrimination against people on account of their aboriginality.

The example I gave of the members of the band being terrified of sleeping on their own illustrated the cultural gap that can separate people, and yet the experience over two days was sufficient to dispel it. For many aboriginal people the experience of being shut in the dark most commonly occurs when they are incarcerated for petty crimes where the penalty could well have been culturally specific.

In one country town where I was working as the Commissioner For Equal Opportunity for instance and I was inquiring into the treatment of a young woman whose kneecap had been fractured by her striking a metal object when she was thrown into the back of police wagon for being drunk.

This was on a Saturday night in circumstances when I found the standard practice was to deliver the intoxicated non-aboriginals to their homes and the aboriginals to the local lock up.

Finally the effects of discrimination and prejudice are complex. They influence not only the attitudes of people towards a particular group but the self perception of members of that group themselves. Self perception can be fragile in any circumstances and prejudice can act as a mirror. A person begins to see themselves as others see them. Take for instance the members of that band, if they hadn't been staying for 5 nights in International House and so recovered from their fear of being in an enclosed space on their own their trip to Melbourne could have been a very damaging experience and would have left a correspondingly negative impression of them at the college.

I would now like to conclude by wishing you all the very best for your future careers. Don't forget you alma mater. You are important to us and we can be correspondingly important to you.
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