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The future
of the
ommittee

By Dr. H. C. COOMBS

The ATC was established at a
time when the impetus for
progress towards justice for
Aboriginal Australians seemed
to be flagging.

The enthusiasm generated by the
work of the Woodward Commission
on Land Rights and the legislation
for the Northern Territory which
derived from it seemed, so far as the
Commonwealth and State govern-
ments were concerned to have been
exhausted. The confidence among
Aborigines and their friends that
increased funding would be steadily
forthcoming for self-management
programs directed to their improved
health and economic independence
was being seriously impaired by the
budgetary policies of the Fraser
Government and the hostility or in-
difference of most of the States.
Among the concerned members of
the non-Aboriginal community it
seemed that the lack of specific and
practicable objectives for which they
could work in support of Aborigines
could lead to decreasing involvement
and a weakening of electoral pres-
sure on governments.

It scemed to those who formed the
committee that it was important to
find an objective around which en-
thusiasm, especially among non-
Aboriginal Australians, could be
generated. In the circumstances of
the time such an objective would
need to be comprehensive and long-
term in character.

It was at this time we became
aware of positive proposals emanat-
ing from indigenous peoples in other
parts of the world for treaties or
other forms of agreements with the
governments of the nation states
within which they lived. Proposals
made by the Inuit people of Canada
for a kind of treaty which would
have established important political
social and economic automony for
those people within their own terri-
tory were of special interest. Similar-
ly proposals for a treaty between the
Commonwealth and Aborigines had
been made in Australia by both
Aboriginal and other Australians.

It was these and similar influences
that led us to believe that a cam-
paign for a treaty offered a focus for
work in the long-term interest of
Aborigines — work with which non-
Aborigines especially could identify
themselves, work which would raise
the general level of consciousness
about the need for justice to
Aborigines and counter the dis-
illusion and apathy the governments’
neglect and hostility was generating.
Accordingly, after consultation with
the NAC and other Aboriginal or-
ganisations and groups, it was de-
cided that the committee would be
formed to work for a treaty, especial-
ly among the non-Aboriginal com-
munity but should also act to support
initiatives by Aborigines themselves.

Throughout its history the pattern
of the committee’s work has been the
same: first to have the various major
issues with which Aborigines are
concerned studied by academic and
other professional experts — usually
through the organisation of con-
ferences, seminars, workshops in uni-
versities and similar institutions

bringing Aboriginal leaders and re-
presentatives into touch with their
work; secondly to make widely
known the results of these studies to
Aboriginal and other concerned or-
ganisations; thirdly to prepare and
publish factual statements about
major Aboriginal policy issues and
developments in the various states;
fourthly to mobilise non-Aboriginal
support for specific Aboriginal in-
itiatives and campaigns; fifthly to
work through parliamentary, de-
partmental and other enquiries to
increase government and official un-
derstanding of the need for a treaty
or a similar instrument with consitu-
tional-like authority as a basis for the
status of Aborigines in Australian
society.

Generally the committee believes
that its work has been valuable: that
it has influenced non-Aboriginal at-
titudes significantly and favourably;
that the platforms and programs of
all political parties give greater
weight to Aboriginal issues; that it
has been able to mobilise greater
support for independent Aboriginal
initiatives. However, the committee
believes that the time has come for
it to bring its work as a committec
to an end.

This is partly because it is no
longer possible for its members to
sustain the effort they have devoted
to the committee’s work over the last
five years. Also, the resources avail-
able to it are limited and we cannot
continue to make demands on those
who have supported us financially in
the past.

The committee plans therefore to
wind up its affairs at 30th June,
1983. The next issue of Treaty News
will be the last and will present a
statement of the committee’s finan-
cial affairs and outline the arrange-
ments for the control of material,
publications, etc., which it has pre-
pared.

We believe the present is an ap-
propriate time for this winding up.
With the change of government in
the Commonwealth and a number of
the States the prospects for a re-
sumption of the impetus that was
lost after 1976 are good. Aboriginal
organisations, the NAC and the
Land Councils in particular have
developed political and adminis-
trative capacity. In particular the in-
erest of the present Commonwealth
Government in exploring the poten-
tial of a treaty means that work
which the committee has struggled
with inadequate resources to per-
form can now be more effectively
undertaken.

The committee believes, however,
that its work and experience can and
will exercise a continuing influence
on events which could lead in due
course to a freely negotiated treaty.
Accordingly it will publish later this
year a book in which its contribution
to the ideas and processes involved
in the achievement of a treaty will
be distilled. While several members
of the committee will take part in the
preparation of the book it will be
written by Judith Wright, one of
Australia’s greatest writers and a
foundation member of the commit-
tee.
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