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After forty years, surely it’s time  

Events all over the nation this weekend will commemorate the 40th anniversary of the 
national referendum on 27 May 1967 which empowered the Commonwealth 
Government to make laws that relate specifically to Aboriginal people and to include 
Aboriginal people in the national census.  In the highest YES vote ever at a 
referendum – an unprecedented and overwhelming 90.7% – the Australian people 
declared their support for equality for all Australians.   

The quest for equality is still before us, and was re-affirmed yet again by delegates at 
the 9th National Rural Health Conference in Albury.  Conference endorsed the 
development of a rural action plan for equal health for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples within a generation.  The Alliance will continue to do all it can, led 
by its Indigenous organisations, to help meet the expectations of 40 years ago (and 
still today). 
 
The Conference covered health issues from climate change to workforce shortages; 
from health promotion to Commonwealth/State funding issues; and from the power of 
the arts for health to systemic, nationwide health policy reform.  However, of the 270 
recommendations generated from presented papers, no fewer than 41 related 
specifically to improving the health and wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples.  
 
Those 41 dealt with a wide range of issues, reminding us of the many fronts on which 
there must be action in order to achieve equal health for aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples within a generation.  Topics covered included: 

• infrastructure and housing 
• fresh, affordable food to be made available in Indigenous communities 

including through improved freighting and storage 
• improved health services per se 
• supported mental health interventions 
• research that complies with NHMRC guidelines and which involves Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander people in decision making 
• continued support for the Indigenous staff of University Departments of Rural 

Health  
• additional support for Aboriginal Health Workers, including more training 

opportunities 
• more programs to prepare Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students for the 

workforce 
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• cultural awareness training in the treatment and management of specific 
conditions among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, including 
cancer and chronic disease 

• development of effective models of pharmacy practice for remote Indigenous 
communities, including flexible pharmacy provisions for Aboriginal health 
services 

• Indigenous experts to peer review competitive grants for Indigenous research  
• improvement of dental services for remote Indigenous communities 
• expansion of successful programs such as Strong Women, Strong Babies, 

Strong Culture 
• an increase for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in the maximum 

number of visits eligible for subsidy under the Extended Primary Care items of 
Medicare 

• workshops for the provision of career advice to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students 

• uniform reporting requirements and less red tape for Aboriginal Medical 
Services 

• programs for dental health promotion, early intervention programs and oral 
health promotion in Indigenous communities 

• continued support and training for GP registrars in Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander communities 

 
John Wakerman, Chairperson of the Alliance, said that the Alliance's position on 
Indigenous health reflects the importance and urgency of the matter, as well as its 
complexity.  "We do not shy away from the fact that, as a nation, we have failed to 
date to deliver the equality of opportunity that was reflected in the 1967 Referendum.  
There is still inequality in education, living conditions, representation in the 
professions, in Parliament, in the workforce, and in prison.  In health, there is a 
horrendous 17 year life expectancy gap.” 
 
“The strongly-declared intent of the Australian people 40 years ago needs to be acted 
upon.  It needs to be turned into effective and culturally appropriate policies. Australia 
is forty years late in making the kind of significant long-term investment in 
Indigenous health that will bring about meaningful results,” Dr Wakerman said.  
 
"So now is a good time to recommit - and the Alliance will do so, both through its 
promotion of policies and its internal activities.  Our immediate work will include 
continued support for the Close the Gap campaign being led by NACCHO (one of our 
member bodies), Oxfam and the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission." 
 
 
   
Further information:  John Wakerman, Chairperson, 08 8951 4700 
  Gordon Gregory, ED,              02 6285 4660 
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