Nhulunbuy 

Though the number of participants in Nhulunby was small, with only six people attending the roundtable, there was plenty of discussion and a spirited exchange of ideas.

For a large part, discussion focused on Indigenous rights and issues, including the impact of the Northern Territory Emergency Response measures. Linked to this was a concern that there are insufficient remedies for breaches of human rights and that the government can act inconsistently with human rights. As an example, participants referred to the suspension of the Racial Discrimination Act to the Northern Territory Emergency Response.

Other rights raised included the right to education, the right to employment, and the right to equality before the law, as well as Indigenous land rights.

There was agreement that Indigenous people faced formal and substantial inequality, social disadvantage and unintended negative consequences of government policies.  However, views differed on how best to guarantee substantial equality and protect individuals from discriminatory government policies, with some questioning whether a bill or charter of rights would have practical impact.  

There was agreement, however, that any charter or bill of rights should have the role of holding government policy to scrutiny against human rights norms, rather than providing monetary compensation to individuals. Interestingly, there was concern that a charter or bill of rights may have unintended consequences and not solve underlying social disadvantage. For example, one participant said, “Having rights is one thing. Nurturing a sense of responsibility for others is more important.”

We would like to express our gratitude to the Nhulunbuy participants for sharing their views and stories with us. Thank you.

Tammy Williams and Phillip Flood

