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MEDIA RELEASE

July 10, 2007

IMPACT AND RESOLUTION IN LIGHT OF THE COMMONWEALTH GOVERNMENT'S ANNOUNCEMENTS
FOLLOWING THE RELEASE OF THE REPORT-
N.T. BOARD OF ENQUIRY- PROTECTION OF ABORIGINAL CHI LDREN FROM SEXUAL ABUSE- “LITTLE
CHILDREN ARE SACRED”

It is unfortunate that the Commonwealth and NT Governments have chosen to debate the issues and actions
surrounding the release of the above report through the media. This doesn’t provide organisations like Sunrise
Health Service and other non-government organisations that have functional responsibilities in the delivery of
services to the community an opportunity to comment, other than to be somewhat critical of the process. It
means they can only relate to general commentary rather than developing a detailed reaction to any
announcement.

Sunrise Health Service Aboriginal Corporation is a member of AMSANT, NACCHO and the NT Council of Social
Services. These groups have already outlined their concerns and frustrations at the direction the Commonwealth
appears to be taking. There is however no criticism against either government that things need to happen to
address the issues and take up the recommendations as a matter of some urgency by both the NT and
Commonwealth Government.

Sunrise Health Service Aboriginal Corporation certainly supports the need for some intervention by the
Commonwealth. These should be along the line of the recommendations contained within the Anderson/Wild
Report. As a provider of health care services across the Katherine East area, Sunrise Health Service Aboriginal
Corporation is unable to accept any actions directed at land tenure and changes to the Aboriginal Land Rights
legislation as being directly related to the prevention of abuse of children. The Law Council of Australia in its
statement of 5 July makes this point with some force.

Sunrise Health Service Aboriginal Corporation is aware that sexual abuse is prevalent in all societies and would
see it appropriate that the Government address its actions across the whole of Australia. Our legal advice is that
the current proposal is in conflict with the Racial Discrimination Act.

Sunrise Health Service Aboriginal Corporation is critical of the actions being mounted by the Commonwealth
without proper consultation with the Aboriginal community, including those community-owned (and based)
incorporated organisations established to provide services in the fields of health, local government and
enterprise. To date there has been no communication whatsoever.

The resolution and incorporation of the recommendations of the Anderson/Wild Report must be worked through
with the community and its representatives and traditional people. Sunrise, along with others, has been calling
for the establishment of a ready police presence at communities. In the Sunrise area the Service has sought
formally a request from the communities at Bulman and Minyerri for a police presence.

In delivering its primary health care service to its members, Sunrise Health Service conducts a number of child
health programs along with region-wide men’s and women'’s health education programs. The requirement for
health care plans and regular checks for people as part of medical consultations is part of established practice
and processes. Where possible general practitioners are engaged and visit the communities regularly. In its
early days Sunrise, with financial assistance from the Commonwealth Department of Health and Ageing, built
accommodation for its doctors at Barunga, Mataranka, Bulman and Ngukurr. Sunrise has been fortunate that it
has been able to secure the employment of resident doctors at Mataranka and Barunga. We continue to seek
the services of resident doctors at the other two communities.
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Where child health checks are carried out the staff of Sunrise Health Service conduct such checks within the
legal requirements and readily confirm that these checks on children are voluntary, where appropriate a parent
or carer must provide permission for these checks to be undertaken and even present.

In its submission to the Enquiry, Sunrise Health Service certainly commented on the need for more and earlier
available resources to intervene where child abuse was suspected. These resources need to be available to
meet the legal requirements in light of any allegation as well as the provision of safe areas and counseling.
These should be available to both the individual and family of the person against whom an offence had been
alleged as well as the alleged perpetrator.

Sunrise Health Service is available, and will make its staff available, to work in a properly coordinated and
orderly manner with others engaged to act immediately, and long term, in addressing the needs of those the
subject of child abuse through its own corporate structure and authority. It will also maintain its current primary
health care and preventative programs within the ability and scope of its resources.

On the issue of Welfare Reform, Sunrise Health Service is somewhat dubious to the realities of the interventions
proposed of the Commonwealth in that it will more likely than not lead to further disadvantage of families and
individuals who already reside in a community trapped by high food and essential living costs, in many cases
high periodic “Hire Purchase” contracts, no public transport and overcrowded housing, some with little white
goods to run their household and maintain a good family environment.

How far will the wheel turn back? How will the Government address the reasonable provision of “food vouchers”
with school attendance and health status? What will be the reasonable cost effective answer? These debates
are still to be had.

As an Aboriginal Community Corporate body, Sunrise deplores the interventions announced by the
Commonwealth Government in respect to land tenure and community administration on the basis that it is yet to
be proved that such interventions relate to the addressing of child abuse and other violence, let alone its
Constitutional authority.

The interventions answered to date do not take into account the empowerment of the community, historically this
has been a cornerstone of all government interventions in the atrocious standards found in many Aboriginal
communities.

Despite the contradictions evident to date in the announcements by the Commonwealth and the various aspects
of it which even change daily, Sunrise Health Service would like to feel that in the final analysis additional
resources will be made available to the community to improve the overall daily living situation facing its members
and future generations. It is important that such resources, unless obviously used for a proper government
function- e.g. police and teachers- should rightfully be auspiced through community organisations and authority
structures. It might be appropriate, in some cases, for a restructuring along with a closer look at the resources
available to these groups.

- ends -
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