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Former top judge slams NT action 
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A FORMER chief justice of the Family Court, Alastair Nicholson, QC, says Kevin Rudd is failing indigenous Australians by continuing the Northern Territory intervention and paying lip service to equality.

In an explosive speech titled ''The Failure of the Rudd Government's Aboriginal Policy'', Professor Nicholson said the Prime Minister had avoided the ''searing moral challenge'' of forced assimilation, and he asked why Mr Rudd ''continued to roll over like a puppy'' in support of the intervention.

The government intervention into remote NT communities began in the lead-up to the 2007 election. The then prime minister John Howard and indigenous affairs minister Mal Brough suspended racial discrimination laws to ban alcohol and pornography in Aboriginal communities and confine a portion of welfare spending to essentials such as food and clothing.

On taking power, Labor committed to reinstate the Racial Discrimination Act but tied its reinstatement to the extension of income quarantining in disadvantaged communities across the country.

''That bill is a sham which, in the guise of reintroducing the Racial Discrimination Act to those communities, in fact perpetuates its repeal,'' Professor Nicholson said yesterday.

The consultations with Aboriginal people used by government to show support for its plan were similarly dubious, he said. ''Henceforth, recipients of welfare payments will be beholden to the decisions of public servants as to where and how they spend their money,'' he said.

''Such blanket measures are sloppy, cheap and unfair solutions that reflect lazy politics.''

Indigenous Affairs Minister Jenny Macklin has previously said women in particular supported income management.

The extended welfare plan, now supported by the opposition, would pave the way for significant reforms that would force people to take personal responsibility for themselves and their children, Ms Macklin has said.

Professor Nicholson was sceptical of the government's intentions.

The laws gave unprecedented power to the minister and the department secretary, and did little to relieve indigenous people from racial discrimination, he said.

Not only would the wider scheme target indigenous people, it had ''the additional and frightening potential to extend well beyond them'', he said.

''This is disgraceful legislation which perpetuates paternalism and racial discrimination inherent in the intervention,'' he said.

''I am reluctantly drawn to the conclusion that this government, like its predecessor, is not serious about Aboriginal reconciliation despite its lip service to the contrary.''

Changes to welfare quarantining will capture long-term welfare recipients and disengaged youth between 15 and 25 who have unsatisfactory school attendance or who voluntarily submit to the scheme.

The measures will be introduced in the NT in July and extended to other parts of Australia after a review in 2011.
