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PUBLIC LAUNCH 
 
 
A NEW INSTITUTE FOR AUSTRALIA 
 
Not another new Institute! When I was asked to involve myself in the launch of this new 
Institute I was at once attracted and deterred. I was attracted by the bold title. The definite 
article. The claim to our nation's name. And the word "Institute" is itself definitely up market. 
Not a modest "Association", "League" or "Union", this. Not a Foundation redolent with cash. 
An "Institute". Where brave thoughts would be thought and bold ideas nurtured. 
 
Well, what could make me cautious? First, we are living in an age of institutes. There is the 
National Institute for Law, Ethics and Public Affairs at Griffith University. There is the Institute 
for Values Research at the University of New South Wales. Indeed, virtually every University 
worth its salt must now have a think tank institute or two. Add to them the Evatt Foundation 
and the societies of left and right in politics and you could be forgiven for thinking that 
Australia was in the midst of a seething renewal of intellectual vitality. But before getting 
carried away, it is as well to remember that the Director of the Institute of Criminology in this 
city recently resigned over budget cuts. The Australia Institute is very much dependent for its 
survival on the money it can raise, in hard times, from government, the private sector and 
individuals. 
 
Secondly, I was a little fearful that The Australia Institute might represent the "last fling" of 
the aging flower children of the 1960s: with starry eyed idealism instead of economic 
rationalism as their badge. Now, diversity is the protectress of freedom. I was reassured by 
the names of the Foundation Directors that the Institute would disdain a predictable "Party" 
or ideological line. Everyone is entitled to their personal political views. But an Institute 
deserving the name of "The Australia Institute" should welcome to its ranks heterodox 
opinions. Only if it does so will it earn community and political respect. Only then will it be 
useful to the country whose name it proudly claims in its title. 
 
I have called these remarks "Trash fights back". "Trash" is a strong word in our language 
which we reserve, when applied to people, to those who are as repulsive as garbage. I have 
seen this arresting word used three times in recent days. I am here to speak for the trash. 
And to urge this new national institute to do likewise. 
 
 
"TRASHING" THE UNEMPLOYED 
 
In the Newsletter of the Institute for Values Research, I read a quote by a Mrs "MW" of 
Victoria, recycled from the December 1993 Discussion Paper of the Prime Minister's 
Committee on Employment Opportunities. This is what this fellow citizen of ours wrote to the 
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Committee and through her to the Federal Parliament on this very day: 
 

"I write this with great difficulty. I am in many instances breaking the silences of a lifetime. I 
do so not to attract pity, or air complaints. My hope is that I can convey, to some extent, 
much that I have become expert in - not allowing the world to see. Mine has been a life of 
achievement. It has also been harsh and often traumatic. I believe I have earned, in many 
ways, that which I am now asking - the right to adequate employment. Do not condemn 
me, and those like me to destitution. The silence surrounding our plight must be broken. 
Someone must gather the courage to speak. ... I find myself after trying so hard to earn 
security, dignity and independence facing destitution. This is the face of the new poor. 
Australia cannot 'TRASH' such a large pool of talent, skill, hard-work and commitment 
without devastating long-term consequences. Nor can those who 'have' avert their gaze any 
longer without guilt. It could, and might, be them."1  

We have sustained prolonged high unemployment in this country. It hovers, as it has for such 
a long time, at an official level of 11%. But everyone knows that the real figure is significantly 
higher than that. The government's task force has put forward recommendations to reduce 
this steady loss of economic and personal potential. But the director of another Institute - the 
National Institute of Labour Studies - has described the proposed initiatives as "conservative 
and unconvincing". According to Professor Sloane, they will present the prospect of 14% 
unemployment before the year 2000 if that is all the government does.2 The implicit hope of 
the strategies to date has been that overall economic growth of Australia will be sufficiently 
strong to more than replace the continuing displacement resulting from economic 
restructuring. Professor Sloane declares that this is "an act of faith". It is unlikely to be fulfilled. 
She says that its failure will have considerable importance "both politically and 
economically".3 
 
Of course, it is not easy to say what should be done. Australia is not alone, in a global 
economy which is suffering a recurrent fin de siècle recession. My long-ago economics 
degree scarcely qualifies me to offer advice or even an opinion. But it is sobering to read the 
view of Emeritus Professor John Nevile, a Director of The Australia Institute, that there is a 
"general consensus amongst economists" that, based on the experience of the late 1970s and 
1980s, nothing significant will happen to reduce current unemployment figures in Australia 
during the 1990s without national growth above 3.5%. Many who predict that this growth rate 
is coming place great store on the hoped-for growth of a new manufacturing sector. I pray 
that they are right. But Professor Nevile points to the recent KPMG report of February 1994 
which suggests that our manufacturing sector is not yet equipped to lead an export driven 
economy. Such growth in manufacturing as we have enjoyed has been mainly in the 
domestic market. Earnings from new exports have merely paid the interest on this country's 
huge borrowings. According to Professor Nevile: 

"... The character of unemployment has changed. The long-term unemployed are not likely 
to get jobs even in the hoped for boom for the rest of the decade. These conditions totally 
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undercut the Green Paper's forecasts, as well as its philosophical emphasis on 'job readiness' 
for jobs that do not exist."4  

Economists are, by and large, a gloomy lot. Politicians, on the other hand, are paid to be 
optimistic. But if Professor Nevile is even partly right, the answer to "Mrs MW" is that it is likely 
that Australia will indeed continue to "trash" many of its large pool of unemployed and 
under-employed talent. To the rational lay person, this seems astonishing when we observe 
the run-down of public services and the many, many things to which the unemployed "trash" 
could - at least in large numbers - be devoted. 
 
We may, according to some, be ready to throw off the Union Jack of the old Empire from our 
flag. But we seem to have become colonies of a new imperialism. It is an imperialism of 
international economists who have distained Keynes and Galbraith and delivered a pretty 
poor social substitute. These economists rule. Their "governors" are at Moodys. Their merest 
edict is uttered in eerie monosyllabic injunctions: "AAA" and the colonies smile. Take away 
the merest "A" and colonists tremble. 
 
As in all empires, there is much that is good in ours. We would certainly never dream of 
exchanging it for the bad old ways of the late and unlamented "evil" empire of the command 
economies. But what I hope this Institute will tell governments in Australia of all persuasions, 
Oppositions, universities and citizens is the self-evident truth: Economics is not all. There are 
vital social and spiritual values which must mollify the operation of the market. It will be for 
the Institute to develop this self-evident verity into practical policies - backed up by sound 
research and hard thinking. I believe that all of the political parties in Australia thirst for a 
better way ahead, to assure the restoration of the "fair go" society in Australia. So let us 
answer Mrs MW, who writes for so many - perhaps a half a million long-term unemployed. 
We are determined not to "trash" you. We have a new Australian resolve and a new Australia 
Institute which will play its part to restore meaning and definition to the lives of those whom 
the economic rationalists have effectively discarded to a "trash" heap of economically 
hopeless cases. The unemployed are not "trash" whom we must pay fortnightly to preserve 
their silence and not to upset too much the "haves" and those who worship at the alter of our 
proud economic imperium. 
 
DRUGGIES, SEX WORKERS, LESBIANS, POOFS AND OTHER "TRASH" 
 
Three weeks ago I launched a new Legal Centre for people suffering from HIV/AIDS in 
Melbourne. I took the occasion to urge legal reform on the unheeding politicians of the Apple 
Isle. Combating sexual ignorance and alienation and unsafe drug use are vital parts of the 
strategy to fight the spread of AIDS. Within days of my speech, the United Nations Human 
Rights Committee handed down its decision on the complaint that Tasmania's laws offend 
the privacy and equal justice promises of the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights which Australia has ratified. 
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My concern in these matters derived, in part, from the time I served on the Global 
Commission on AIDS. The struggle against AIDS, in which Australia has done better than 
most countries, requires radical rethinking of our social and legal strategies on drug use, sex 
workers and human sexuality. I was propelled into my remarks by a profound depression I 
felt on my return from India where even highly intelligent people would rather talk of the 
enemy without (Pakistan) than mobilise national resources to fight the very real enemy 
within (HIV/AIDS). Strategies to combat this terrible challenge to humanity, which will 
probably see 100 million infected by the year 2000, must be imaginative. They must be based 
on sound data. Politicians must be stimulated by independent bodies of courage and 
integrity with an agenda longer than the two year time frame which tends to mark our 
Australian national "celebrations of democracy". Courage has been shown in the turn around 
on laws and policies on sexual orientation and on drug use. The provision of sterile syringes to 
drug users is the most vivid case in point. But more courage is needed and further hard 
decisions have to be made. 
 
In the course of my remarks in Melbourne, I said that I often asked myself why the law 
required me to impose such heavy criminal penalties, often on otherwise peaceful citizens 
feeding a habit or dependence on drugs or young disco dancers indulging in recreational use 
of drugs such as "Ecstasy". Yet that is what our laws require. Should they be changed? 
 
There was the usual hate mail for these remarks. One from a woman in Melbourne could not 
believe that I could have such heterodox ideas without being "a drug user yourself". She 
decried the homosexuals who "crucified innocence". She condemned the husbands of good 
Victorian women who had been "stolen away" by gays. 

"What a disgrace that all the government has offered to this trash is condoms and 
ignorance. Condoms were never considered safe for birth control, Mr Kirby, and here you are 
promoting them for deadly cruel disease spread mainly by homosexual and bisexual 
behaviour". 

The Attorney-General for Tasmania greeted the international report by expressing surprise 
that the United Nations stood for what he described as "the human right to sodomy". Whilst 
such attitudes abound in Australia, there is plenty of work for the civilised opinion and 
strategic research of The Australia Institute to do. The source of such hatreds and irrational 
loathing must be tracked down. Governments of all persuasions must be supported with 
research and conclusions that promote completely fresh approaches to abiding problems of 
long standing: such as drug use, sexual abuse, discrimination, sexual crimes, sexual and other 
stereotypes. So-called leaders of intellectual opinion must be willing to speak up against 
hatred and ignorance. Otherwise, the much vaunted "fair go" society of Australia is shallow 
indeed and equal opportunity and human rights are but pipe dreams. The Institute should 
stake out a place in these debates. Let it not, like so many politicians, be devoted to 
economics only. 
 
THE "WHITE TRASH" OF ASIA? 
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Then, if this were not enough, Australians were regaled at the end of April 1994 with lectures 
given by the former Prime Minister of Singapore, Mr Lee Kuan Yew. Reportedly, he warned of 
the risk that, unless we watched out, we would be the "white trash of Asia".5 If he did not 
actually use the "T" word, he was certainly not too subtle in implying it. According to Mr Lee, 
Singapore is what it is, in part, because of the lunging, running administration of the rattan to 
seventeen year old youths leaving them with scars what will last their whole life. If that is the 
price of Mr Lee's "law and order" we in the Australian sunshine may prefer to remain "white - 
and increasingly not-so-white - trash".6 
 
The same Mr Lee told everyone who would listen that the efforts of Singapore to treat men 
and women as equals had been one terrible mistake. Men would often not marry graduate 
women for fear of "a loss of face". Mr Lee urged that Singapore should now go into reverse on 
gender equality. It should follow Japan's approach to such issues where men take about 80% 
of the university places and women concentrated on developing skills for the home. These 
remarks show just how different is the Confucian ethic of Mr Lee's mini-state and the ethic of 
equal opportunity to which Australians, at least most of them, aspire. 
 
Mr Lee then urged that Australians should be "weaned from welfare dependency and 
become self-reliant and competitive".7 We should join the peoples of East Asia in what he 
called "life's marathons". He condemned what he saw in Australia as "deep-seated problems 
of work ethic, productivity, enterprise, bloody-minded unions protecting unproductive work 
practices, feather-bedding and inflexibility in wages".8 
 
No doubt some of this criticism is valid. But we will not solve it in Mr Lee's fashion. We will do 
so in a democratic way. We will not harass and lock up the Opposition leaders. We will not 
ban publications which disagree with the Prime Minister's or ruling party's perspectives. We 
will not bring back the rattan. We will not even threaten a breach of diplomatic relations for 
Mr Lee's "recalcitrance" in criticising us in this way. For ours is a culture of diversity and basic 
tolerance of diverse opinions and respect for human rights. That has its price. But we should 
constantly sustain our society's commitment to robust differences of opinion. We should 
support its leaders with the stimulus of good data and bright ideas. That is the essence of the 
society which The Australia Institute will serve and stimulate. The Institute should support 
wholeheartedly our push to Asia and the Pacific, where our geography and our future lies. 
But it should remind our leaders that there are spiritual and cultural values in this country 
which are different from those of its neighbours and which, indeed, make us valuable 
emissaries into the region for the abiding values which most of us hold dear. 
 
CONCLUSIONS: "TRASH" FIGHTS BACK 
 
And so we launch this new Institute with its bold name and even bolder vision. There is 
plenty for it to do to promote diverse, high quality analysis, advocacy and informed debate 
about the issues for the future of Australia when that future is uncertain and undergoing 
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change. 
 
I know from the participants in the Institute that it will take the keenest interest in the 
environmental issues of the country and the region.9 Our population is growing at 2% a year. 
It will double in thirty years. In that time we must therefore make room for, feed, clothe and 
house an extra 17 million Australians. Our cities will invariably become more crowded.10 The 
demands on our fragile environment will increase. We must have the policies to meet such 
challenges. There is where the Institute comes in. 
 
I trust the Institute will also give high priority to the process of reconciliation with the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people of Australia. There is no more important issue for 
Australia. Just in health terms, Aboriginal life expectancy is 20 years lower than that of the 
rest of us. Infant deaths are four times higher than for non-Aboriginal children. 
Representation in prisons of Aboriginal Australians is a scandal to our country. 1730 per 
100,000 of their population. Informed and practical contribution to the process of accord is a 
worthy task for an Institute bearing this name. I am sure that it will be welcomed by 
responsible politicians of all parties. 
 
The Institute should fight back for the so-called "trash" of Australia. The long-term 
unemployed are not trash. They have just been forgotten by most of us. Let them have more 
than a week of our national attention span. Drug users, sex workers, lesbians and gays and 
other minorities are not "trash". They are part of the great fabric of our diverse, continental 
country. We have accepted the banner of tolerant multicultural diversity in place of the 
previous commitment to "White Australia". We are now a model for the world. We are the 
alternative to the many Bosnias, the many Burundis and the many Burmas.11 We are not the 
"white trash" of Asia. We are neighbours to Asia and we carry lessons to Asia and the Pacific 
just as we are now attentive to lessons which they offer us and which have a place in our 
land. Our environment is not trash, unless we make it so. The Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders are the special people of this land which will not be at peace until its indigenous 
people are reconciled with the rest of us. 
 
To carry these and other messages to the political, economic, academic and other leaders of 
Australia, and to its citizens, The Australia Institute faces a worthy challenge. It has a noble 
goal. May it never forget the neglected, the despised, the under-privileged, the 
disadvantaged. May it prove itself to be worthy of its name. Wherever needed, let it speak up 
for the "trash". 
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