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leavers back into education using their passion for sport; indigenous employment
agency Ganbina; the Koori Court, where
elders such as Colin Walker shame brash
offenders into squirming contrition; and
Indigenous Enterprise Partnerships, its
latest effort being a financial literacy pilot.
These efforts have the encouragement
and input of a committee of eminent Australians including Police Commissioner
Christine Nixon and ANZ chief economist
Saul Eslake. And finally — after years of
pleading — they have a policy unit charged
with capturing the disparate, far-flung data,
and figuring out what is and isn’t working.
It seems breathtaking that despite so many
programs over so many years, baseline
analysis of what it all means has been so
long neglected. Even the size of the Aboriginal population is uncertain — varying
between an official count of 2000 and local
estimates closer to 6000.
None of these initiatives has been an
accident. They are the legacy of a culture of
leadership spawned by activists from
nearby Cummeragunga, the old mission on
the Murray. People such as William Cooper,
whose lobbying for recognition underwrites
this week’s national NAIDOC celebrations,
and Pastor Sir Douglas Nicholls, who was
mentor to a young Paul Briggs. They rest in
the cemetery at ‘‘Cummera’’, now increasingly crowded by the too-young dead:
teenage suicides and the generation who
should have been their elders, claimed by
kidney problems, diabetes, circulatory and
respiratory diseases.
Felicia Dean’s Mauritian-born greatgrandfather was the first teacher at the
Cummeragunga schoolhouse, and his legacy has endured in her family and

underpinned her trajectory. ‘‘My mum was
from a family of 14, and education was
always a big priority.’’ Now she oversees
health, housing and support programs at
Rumbalara, and pins many of the problems
she sees to the lack of education.
‘‘I also see families struggling from lack
of adequate housing, from drugs and
alcohol, family violence, employment, and,
like every other Australian, they are struggling financially,’’ says Dean. ‘‘There are
still families here where no one, ever, has
been gainfully employed. Where a child of
15 or 16 will be the first in their family to
complete year 12. That circle is still there.
‘‘Sometimes it sounds like all doom and
gloom,’’ she reflects. But the energy of the
buzzing clinic and offices around her defies
that. ‘‘Shepparton really is the leader, we’ve
had leaders coming out of here forever and
a day.’’ Progress is under way, ‘‘but we have
to bring everyone along on the journey . . .
so that everyone is rising’’.
The home ownership pilot — Shared
Responsibility Agreement — that her organisation initiated three years ago was seen as
crucial to that effort. It has been feted as a
possible model for a national program —
providing financial counselling to all tenants, and help to those wanting to buy their
own homes. It emerged at a time when the
Howard government was moving out of
indigenous housing in cities and regions,
arguing its priority was to look after remote
areas such as the NT, and that the states
and mainstream services could look after
urban areas. The Rudd Government has put
a hold on some of that as it re-examines
indigenous housing with the states.
Meanwhile, Rumbalara is preparing an
application to continue the program,
encouraged by good signs from Canberra.
Money for repairs and maintenance on

Black and proud: Boys at footy training at the Rumbalara Football Netball Club. Cover: Les Briggs at home with his family.
Rumbalara’s 65 houses dried up under
Howard — with nothing coming through for
two years, running the housing program
into the red. The drought broke two weeks
ago, with almost $1 million of backdated
funds materialising, a move Dean and her
deputy, Mick Buckworth, hope signals
renewed support of regional housing.
They regard houses, with education, as
the key to everything else. Buckworth, who
has been involved in Rumbalara’s housing
for 20 years, says he has seen plain evidence of this over those years. Les Briggs is
the latest of many locals he has helped into
their own homes over that period, ‘‘and
every single one of them have kept their
homes. These are people who had never
had work, but who have gone out and got
labouring jobs, done whatever it takes to
keep it because they know it is the best
thing for their families.’’
A LOCAL report published a couple of
years ago included the story of an emotionally disturbed woman referred by
Rumbalara clinic to mainstream mental
health services for an urgent home visit,
and who found the following message on
her home answering machine: ‘‘Get your
black arse in here. The doctor’s not coming
out to see you, no way.’’ The only surprise

the call generated locally was that it had
been recorded.
Media coverage of a savage attack on a
German backpacker by a group of drunken
Aboriginal men two years ago resulted in a
stream of invective from Shepparton locals
on a Herald Sun blog site, posting a picture
of a community divided by rife Aboriginal
violence and crime. The claims aren’t
backed up by the observations or statistics
of local police. They say a small group of
hard-core Aboriginal offenders are responsible for a disproportionate amount of
violent crime, but that indigenous crime is
not a particular problem, though there are
ongoing programs to improve relations and
defuse issues such as clan antagonisms.
Both incidents provide a glimpse of the
subterranean attitudes that local Aborigines
say they confront constantly — though an
increasingly multicultural community profile, generational change, and ripples from
Kevin Rudd’s apology to the stolen generations are identified as factors in seeing
some of that dissipate. Paul Briggs cites
these as reasons to be optimistic.
Bob Laing, drawing on his own lifetime
of observations of New Zealand society,
equates the position of Aborigines now with
where Maoris were 40 years ago, adding
that Maori advancement since then was
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assisted by much more positive attitudes to
them and their culture than Aborigines
have enjoyed. ‘‘How do I say this nicely,’’
he says. ‘‘I think white New Zealanders hold
Maoridom in higher regard than white Australians hold Aboriginals.’’
Working with leaders such as Briggs,
Atkinson and Dean, he and his council are
increasingly active in efforts to address this
by building Aboriginal cultural identity,
value and recognition. They all list these as
priorities akin to health, housing and education programs; without dismantling the
walls of cultural perception and disregard,
effort on all other fronts crumbles away.
They all claim big steps have been made in
the past two or three years. ‘‘Identity is
integral to everything,’’ says Atkinson. ‘‘It’s
not about being absorbed into the community, it’s about having a place here, an
identity in community.’’
Atkinson also looks across the Tasman
when he tries to imagine what will be
required to ‘‘close the gaps’’ between white
and black Shepparton, and white and black
Australia. He was there 20 years ago, witnessing the early days of the Maori effort
towards self-determination.
He vividly recalls the nervousness of the
community, and its leaders, in taking the
leap from the comfortable constrictions of

welfare dependency into self-management
and entrepreneurial nation building.
‘‘They looked at themselves first, their
cultural identity, at how important it was to
maintain that. They looked at social justice
issues, at social economic issues, and some
of that meant letting go of the paternalistic
welfare structure. They agonised over it. But
look now, the benefits are there,’’ he says.
‘‘They’ve got land, they’ve got agreements with government, they’ve got
appointments in Parliament, they’ve got
their own political party, their own school
of business, their own businesses employing their people. They had strong leaders
who persisted in saying what had to be
done and they did it.’’
He looks around Shepparton and
imagines a future in which Aborigines are
visible, integral players in agriculture, water
management, and other core elements of
prosperity. And it begins for him as the
Maori journey did, with a commitment to
educating children; to raising them in safe
homes; to nurturing leadership; and to
building and broadcasting cultural identity.
Paul Briggs reckons the stirring of much
of this is to be seen in the exuberance of
the kids training at Rumbalara, the young
players watched by family and coached by
emerging community leaders. ‘‘We’re in a
holding pattern,’’ he says. ‘‘We’re encouraging kids and people in our community to
have a sense of hope that there can be a
good future. But we haven’t described what
that future is, and to do that, we need nonAboriginal leadership to work with us, not
just as an Aboriginal community, but as the
Shepparton community.’’
Briggs says just bringing government,
industry, business and churches to the table
for such a discussion has been fraught
because for so long Aboriginal issues
resided in the world of crisis intervention,
‘‘where the broader community felt it had
no part to play . . . the blame placed on the
victims for the position we are in. So it’s a
cultural shift to even engage in a healthier
conversation.’’
The Shepparton he describes is not so
different to the one where he and his
brother Les grew up. Though they have long
since left the river flats, many Aborigines
remain fringe-dwellers, existing outside the
social economic structure, white and black
still nervous of what each might demand or
sacrifice should they venture closer
together. ‘‘But I don’t think there is anything to fear in relationships with Aboriginal
people owning and sustaining their culture
as part of a broader culture. It’s just myths
and fears and a lack of leadership holding
people back.’’
It’s dark, and the kids have left the
sportsground. Time to stop talking for now.
‘‘But it’s a long conversation,’’ Briggs laughs.
Jo Chandler is a senior writer.
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Important changes to the

Child Care Tax Rebate
that you need to know
From 1 July 2008 the Australian Government will increase the
Child Care Tax Rebate payment to families from 30% to 50% to
help meet their out-of-pocket child care costs.
The Child Care Tax Rebate is a payment for parents or guardians
who are working, studying or training.
The Child Care Tax Rebate is not income tested.
Families can now receive up to $7500 a year for each child in
approved care.
The Child Care Tax Rebate will be paid quarterly or as an annual
lump sum payment.
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To find out more
visit www.childcarerebate.gov.au or
call the Family Assistance Office on 13 61 50.
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HE REGULARS of al-Nawfara
Coffee Shop, one of the grand old
cafes of Damascus, were uncharacteristically quiet. The shouted
conversations and the click of backgammon pieces had fallen silent. All eyes
had turned to the television, where Hassan
Nasrallah, the spiritual and political leader
of Hezbollah and sworn enemy of Israel and
the West, held court, his speech booming
out into the surrounding streets.
Live from Beirut, less than 100 kilometres from where we sat, the charismatic
Nasrallah vowed to confront America and
defend Lebanon with his blood and called
on his supporters to do the same. People
nodded in agreement. Some applauded.
When the speech ended, the cafe
returned to normal. Tourists, including
Americans, arrived to hear Abu Shady, the
last remaining storyteller in the Arab world,
take to his throne. From here, every night,
he playfully welcomes visitors in English
and tells tales of fire and brimstone and
Romeo and Juliet-style epics of thwarted
love from centuries past. Waiters warmly
greeted the new arrivals with the standard,
but heartfelt Syrian greeting: ‘‘Where are
you from? You are welcome in Syria.’’
Here, on the streets of Damascus, the
complexities and apparent contradictions of
the Arab world’s relationship with the West
are everywhere on show. Founded on the
twin pillars of anger at the outside world for
its policies towards the Middle East and a
genuine, gracious hospitality towards the
representatives of that same world, the message from Syria is nonetheless a simple one:
there will be no peace in the region until
the ordinary people of the Arab street
believe that justice has been done.
For decades, Syria has been a touchstone of Arab public opinion. Ruled since
the 1960s by the secular Baath Party, it has
stood at the vanguard of opposition to
Israel, harboured all manner of exiled
Palestinian opposition groups, terrorist and
otherwise, and resisted all overtures from
the US in the latter’s search for compliant
allies in the region. The Syrian Government’s militant policies have earned Syria
the sobriquets of rogue state and state
sponsor of terrorism. In September 2007,
Israeli planes bombed what they and the
US claimed was a secret nuclear facility on
the banks of the Euphrates River in northeastern Syria, sinking Syria’s relations with
the West to new lows. On the walls of the
old city of Damascus, a sign warns: ‘‘Every
US dollar we deal with today is a bullet in
the heart of an Arab citizen tomorrow.’’
At the same time, Syria is an oasis of
tolerance, with Christians making up
almost one-fifth of the population. In parts
of Damascus, the chiming of church bells is
as ubiquitous as the Muslim call to prayer.
One old Syrian man told me, ‘‘If only more

Rolling the dice: Many Syrians doubt peace will ever come to their region.
people came to Syria, then they would see
what we Arabs are really like and that you
have nothing to fear from us.’’
But anger lies just below the surface.
I watched the broadcast of Hassan Nasrallah’s fiery speech with Ammar Saleh, a
charming, university-educated Palestinian
who was born in Damascus. Saleh’s father
fled Palestine during what Arabs call alNakba (‘‘the Catastrophe’’) in 1948 when
Israel was founded and hundreds of thousands of Palestinians fled into exile. Like so
many Palestinians, Saleh’s family still holds
the keys to the family home in what is now
northern Israel.
‘‘Hassan Nasrallah and Hezbollah are
very popular here in Syria,’’ Saleh told me.
‘‘They are rock stars.’’
As Nasrallah built to a compelling
crescendo, Saleh continued: ‘‘What would
you do if they killed your father, your
mother, your brothers, your children, then
took your land? You would do the same. We
are not angels.’’
It is an opinion I had heard expressed
before, further north in the city of Aleppo,
by Baha, a calm, urbane young Syrian
addicted to the latest fashions and unfailingly warm in his dealings with foreigners.
‘‘Nobody likes al-Qaeda in Syria. They
do very bad things,’’ he told me. ‘‘But
Hamas and Hezbollah, yes, we like them.’’
This admiration for two groups designated as terrorist organisations by much of
the international community speaks volumes about the anger that has never abated
in the Arab world.
‘‘Hamas and Hezbollah — they are
doing what Arab governments won’t do,’’
Baha continued. ‘‘And they have to do it
because the rest of the world lets Israel get
away with murder.’’
Baha’s indirect sideswipe at his own
Government was a rare moment of candour
in a country where opponents to one-party
rule have long languished in desert prisons.
No one dares to speak publicly against the
Government of President Bashar al-Assad,
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whose father, Hafez, ruled Syria with an
iron fist until his death in 2000. There have
been reforms since Assad jnr took power,
but Syria remains a repressive state.
Many Syrians also seem doubtful that
peace will ever come to the region, even as
their own Government began preliminary
peace talks with Israel through Turkish
intermediaries — a process that has since
continued with recent calls by Israeli Prime
Minister Ehud Olmert for face-to-face negotiations with Syria.
I asked one group at the Damascus cafe
whether they could imagine the day when
Israelis sit down to drink tea, smoke the
nargileh and discuss politics with Syrians
here in al-Nawfara. A few uncertain looks
gave way to a general agreement that, yes,
such a thing could happen.
‘‘If there is peace, I would sit down here
with Israelis and I would tell them that they
are welcome. We would not agree on everything, but we could talk as equals,’’ says
Ibrahim, a taxi driver.
Abu Bakr, a thirtysomething metalworker, agrees: ‘‘If they give us back the
Golan Heights, if there is a solution for the
Palestinians, yes, it could happen.’’
But then Abu Shady, the storyteller, joins
us. This is a respected public figure who
reads Hemingway, Jean-Paul Sartre and
Cervantes in his spare time. I asked him if
there would ever be an Israeli listening to
his stories here in Damascus. ‘‘No, I hope
not. I cannot forgive . . . They say they want
peace, but they kill the children. How can
there be peace?’’
The anger is also kept alive by the
demagoguery of Arab presidents keen to
deflect attention from their own repression
and inability to confront Israel militarily or
take the courageous path of peace.
For moderate Arabs such as Baha,
Ammar Saleh and Abu Shady — so different
from the militants cowled in headscarves —
peace without justice is no peace at all.
Anthony Ham is an Age correspondent.

