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29 June 2020  

 

The Hon Scott Morrison MP  
Prime Minister  
PO Box 6100 
Parliament House  
Canberra ACT, 2600  

 
Cc:  Hon. Ken Wyatt AM, MP 

Minister for Indigenous Australians 
Minister.Wyatt@ia.pm.gov.au  

The Hon. Ben Morton MP 
Assistant Minister to the Prime Minister and Cabinet 
Ben.Morton.MP@aph.gov.au 

 

 

Dear Prime Minister 

We are writing on behalf of the Uniting First Peoples Alliance, the Uniting Aboriginal and Islander 

Christian Congress (UAICC), and UnitingCare Australia, to call for clear and unequivocal national 

leadership and action from the Morrison Government to tackle the ongoing injustices and gaps in 

outcomes endured by First Peoples in Australia. As Prime Minister, we urge you to make Closing 

the Gap in incarceration, housing, health outcomes, and other social disparities a national priority 

for your Government and for the new National Cabinet and Federation Reform Council. 

The need for such national leadership and comprehensive action is long overdue. Over the past 

twelve years, successive governments have failed to deliver the reforms needed to close the gap in 

health outcomes for First Peoples. More recently, the stark and persistent disparities and injustices 

experienced by First Peoples have been brought into sharp relief by the disproportionate impact of 

the bushfires, the added risks to First Peoples posed by COVID-19 and, most recently, by the Black 

Lives Matter protests across Australia.   

Over a generation ago, the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody provided a 

blueprint for reducing the number of First Peoples coming into contact with the criminal justice 

system. Almost thirty years later, the majority of these recommendations have not been fully 

implemented. Over that time, successive governments have failed to act on the recommendations 

from numerous reports, inquiries and royal commissions into the detention and imprisonment of 

First Peoples. This includes the recommendations of the Australian Law Reform Commission’s 

Pathways to Justice report, which was presented to the Coalition Government two years ago.  

The Pathways to Justice report provides sensible, practical and achievable policy recommendations 

to reduce the incarceration of First Peoples, including a number of specific concrete actions that the 

Federal Government can take to support justice reinvestment and reduce the over-representation of 

First Peoples in the criminal justice system. This includes: 
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• the establishment of a national justice reinvestment coordinating body to promote and 

support the reinvestment of resources from the criminal justice system to local community 

development initiatives that address the drivers of crime and incarceration; and, 

• investment in a Justice Reinvestment grants program, to be implemented in cooperation 

with state and territory governments and contingent on local community support and an 

active role for First Peoples in designing, developing and implementing associated 

initiatives.  

We urge the Federal Government to act on the recommendations from the Pathways to 

Justice report as soon as possible, and to make coordinated action on reducing 

incarceration rates for First Peoples (and the social and economic inequities that contribute 

to such high rates of incarceration) a first order priority for the National Cabinet. 

We also urge the Coalition Government to commit to ambitious targets for the new Closing 

the Gap Agreement, which is to be finalised in July. This must include robust justice targets, as 

well as complementary targets that aim to reduce the proportion of First Peoples children entering 

out-of-home care. Twelve years after governments first committed to work together to close the gap 

in health outcomes and life expectancy, progress against the targets has faltered. For our mob, this 

is not just about statistics. The harrowing failure to close the gap is felt in communities through 

Sorry Business, the numerous funerals of families and friends, the coronial inquiries First Peoples 

continue to painfully endure, and the scarred lives and diminished futures of too many of our young 

people caught up in the child protection and youth justice systems.    

It is vital that any new targets are backed up with comprehensive action. The anguish expressed in 

the Black Lives Matters protests not only reflects a frustration with the gap in incarceration rates, life 

expectancy or health and educational and employment outcomes. It also reflects ongoing frustration 

with the gap between words and actions, between promises and results. We recognise promising 

inroads have been made into the governance of Closing the Gap via the formal agreement between 

governments and the Coalition of Peaks. Governments say they are listening but, as Pat Turner has 

noted, “listening is more than a nod of the head, it requires Priority Reforms to be translated into 

tangible, properly funded, action that delivers real benefit to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people no matter where they live”.  

We therefore urge the Federal Government to not only adopt the priority reforms and targets 

recommended by the Coalition of Peaks, but to put in place the funding arrangements and 

community led decision-making structures to ensure pledges translate into action and 

lasting benefits on the ground. This includes committing to long-term funding for community-

controlled services and community-led programs across all key areas of policy including health, 

mental health, justice, employment, disability and children and families. Dedicated Commonwealth 

funding is also urgently needed for Indigenous housing across remote, rural, regional, and 

metropolitan areas. We also call for funding to be reinstated to the existing self-determined structure 

of the National Family Violence Prevention Legal Services Forum which, for years, has worked with 

and on behalf of First Peoples survivors of family violence and sexual assault.  

In addition to committing to comprehensive and long-term funding, lasting change must be based on 

the involvement of First Peoples in the development, implementation and ownership of policies and 

programs. The voice and participation of First Peoples in decisions that affect their lives cannot be 
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contingent on the goodwill and whim of the government of the day. This is why we strongly support 

the Statement from the Heart’s call for a constitutional guarantee that First Peoples’ voices will be 

heard in the nation’s deliberations.  

Critically, real and sustained change will require determined leadership and genuine commitment at 

the highest levels. Without clear and unequivocal national leadership, backed up by appropriate 

governance and accountability and long-term resourcing, the nation faces a situation where the 

Closing the Gap targets will continue to measure nothing but the collective failure of Australian 

governments to work together and stay the course. We understand the underlying issues are 

complex, and change is not easy. Yet, as the recent response to the COVID-19 pandemic 

demonstrates, when there is sufficient will and urgency governments can work together to 

coordinate action and make progress on complex challenges. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 Mark Kickett 

 Interim Chair  

 Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress 

 

Alison Overeem 

Co-Chair 

Uniting First Peoples Network 

 

 

 Gavin Mackey 

 Co-Chair 

 Uniting First Peoples Network 

 

 

 

 

 

Claerwen Little 

National Director 

UnitingCare Australia 
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