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Partnerships in action: addressing the health challenge for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples

Tamara Mackean, Mick Adams, Sally Goold, Christopher Bourke and Tom Calma

It's time for genuine partnerships as all Australians strive together to Close the Gap

year ago in this Journal, Indigenous health leaders out-

lined the emergent health equality campaign for Abori-

ginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples,' now known as
the Indigenous Health Campaign or “Close the Gap”. An early
indicator of the depth of support for Close the Gap was the large
number of health, human rights, advocacy and community organ-
isations that enthusiastically signed up or offered support for the
campaign. Since then, the Indigenous Health Campaign coalition,
led by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health leaders and the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner,
has worked in genuine partnership with non-Indigenous organisa-
tions. Key milestones along the Close the Gap campaign journey
are shown in the Box.

On 20 December 2007, the Council of Australian Governments
(COAG; comprising representatives of federal, state and local
governments) committed to:

e close the life expectancy gap within a generation;

e halve the gap in mortality rates for Indigenous children under
five within a decade; and

e halve the gap in reading, writing and numeracy achievements
within a decade in a partnership between all levels of govern-
ment and with Indigenous communities.

They added:

The pathway to closing the gap is inextricably linked to
economic development and improved education outcomes.’

Key milestones along the “Close the Gap” journey

towards the Close the Gap targets.'®

]

2008

London announcement (5 April 2008): Prime Minister Rudd, in a speech at a Progressive Government Conference in London announces that
at the commencement of the first sitting of the Australian Parliament each year, a Prime Ministerial report will be tabled outlining progress

National Health Equality Council (20 March 2008): Prime Minister Rudd announces the establishment of a new National
Indigenous Health Equality Council, to replace the existing National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Council.?

2007

2006

2005

National Indigenous Health Equality Summit statement of intent (20 March 2008): At the culmination of the Summit, Prime
Minister Rudd, Health Minister Roxon and Indigenous Affairs Minister Macklin co-sign the National Indigenous Health Equality
Summit statement of intent® with Indigenous health peak bodies — the National Aboriginal Community Controlled Health
Organisation, the Congress of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Nurses, the Australian Indigenous Doctors’ Association, the
Indigenous Dentists’ Association of Australia and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner.
National Indigenous Health Equality Summit (18-19 March 2008): The Summit, held in Canberra, brings together leading
experts in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health from the government, non-government and community-controlled
sectors to develop a set of targets. This work will assist the Australian Government and COAG with their agenda to set concrete
targets to fulfil their commitments.”

L——— The Apology (13 February 2008): Prime Minister Rudd, on behalf of the Australian Parliament, delivers the Apology to

Indigenous Australians.®

Council of Australian Governments (COAG) meeting in Adelaide (20 December 2007): All governments of Australia
commit to reduce Indigenous disadvantage.®

Close the Gap Launch (4 April 2007): Catherine Freeman and lan Thorpe help launch the campaign to Close the
Gap of health inequality.*

Open Letter published (12 December 2006): An Open Letter to former Prime Minister Howard, state premiers and
territory chief ministers, parliamentarians and the Australian public, calling for an end to Indigenous health inequality,
is published in The Australian.?

Social justice report published (22 November 2005): A social justice report is published by the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Social Justice Commissioner.2
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On 13 February this year, Prime Minister Rudd delivered the
Apology to Australias Indigenous people, hopefully heralding a
new and promising partnership between governments and
Indigenous Australians. He stated:

We today take this first step by acknowledging the past and laying
claim to a future that embraces all Australians. A future where this
Parliament resolves that the injustices of the past must never,
never happen again. A future where we harness the determination
of all Australians, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, to close the
gap that lies between us in life expectancy, educational achieve-
ment and economic opportunity. A future where we embrace the
possibility of new solutions to enduring problems where old
approaches have failed. A future based on mutual respect, mutual
resolve and mutual responsibility. A future where all Australians,
whatever their origins, are truly equal partners, with equal oppor-
tunities and with an equal stake in shaping the next chapter in the
history of this great country, Australia.®

The opportunity for every government in this country to
seriously tackle the entrenched disparity and unacceptable out-
comes in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health, through
strong national leadership, should not be missed. It is time for a
long-term approach that secures all of our futures — Indigenous
and non-Indigenous — together, as a healed and healthy nation.

The success of the campaign for Indigenous health equality will
be measured by progress towards clearly stated goals within set
timeframes. It is unacceptable to continue with the current
situation, in which the health outcomes and life chances of an
Indigenous child are substantially worse than those of their non-
Indigenous peers.

As stated in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social
Justice Commissioner’s 2005 report® (the initial trigger for the
genesis of the Close the Gap campaign), it is simply not defensible
for governments and health and human services systems to argue
that inadequate infrastructure, bureaucratic mechanisms or per-
sistent complexity are justifiable speed humps to real change. It
also does not hold that championing the rights of human beings is
contrary to health gain.

The outcomes of the National Indigenous Health Equality
Summit will be delivered by June 2008 to the Australian Govern-
ment and COAG. The Summit deliberations will not only provide
governments with a set of specific evidence-based targets for action
and investment, but affirm the commitment to genuine partner-
ship by signing the Statement of Intent (Box).®

A whole-of-government response across all levels of government
is necessary to address the social determinants of health. COAG%
commitment to employment, education, housing and health are
strong indicators of such commitment.

The time for genuine partnerships is now; that is, partnerships
that strengthen us all in mutually respectful and sustaining ways.
Medical bodies, including the Royal Australasian College of Physi-
cians, Royal Australian College of General Practitioners, Australian
College of Rural and Remote Medicine, Australian General Practice
Network and the Australian Medical Association, have been key
partners in this campaign.

We must not allow “Close the Gap” to become another shallow
slogan. It is a glaring reminder of the continuing inequity in health
and life outcomes within this wealthy nation of ours.

The commitment to act now — to guarantee a future where
Indigenous health inequality is a thing of the past — requires
concerted, tangible and immediate action. Our call is for current

and future medical leaders to show their commitment by doing
what they can within their area of influence and expertise.
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