
While the nation is now transfixed by the battle to contain the new outbreak of
COVID-19 cases an equally important but longer-term challenge faces the
national cabinet on policy towards Indigenous Australians.

In the next few months, state and territory leaders and the federal government
will have to finalise a new 10-year strategy for closing the gap of disadvantage
between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders and the rest of the community.
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The previous 10-year agreement, which ended in 2018, set eight targets
concerning issues such as Indigenous literacy and infant mortality, but the federal
government report cards published each year were a litany of failure. Australia
achieved only two of the eight goals. The sense of disillusion was on display at the
Black Lives Matter protests across the country a month ago.

After more than a year of consultation, Indigenous affairs ministers and
Indigenous community groups, represented by a body known as the Coalition of
Peaks, approved a new draft plan on Friday that will now be sent to heads of
government. Only the roughest details have so far been released, suggesting there
is still some arguing ahead.

The new plan will make two important changes: firstly, by updating existing
targets and setting new targets in 16 areas ignored previously, and secondly in the
process by which those new targets will be monitored.

The new areas include the unacceptably high rates of Indigenous suicide and
incarceration; raising the share of land under some form of Indigenous control;
and building more Indigenous housing.

Subjecting these new areas to national scrutiny is welcome. The federal and state
governments will have to issue annual plans for action and reports on their
progress.

But unless the targets are reasonably ambitious and backed up with some money
they won't make much difference. For instance, it has been reported that in the
current draft of the plan the gap in incarceration rates will not be closed until
2093.

Prime Minister Scott Morrison has personally driven the second set of changes,
which he says will give Indigenous people more control over how the targets are
set and delivered.

The convenor of the Coalition of Peaks, Pat Turner, described these as a "game
changer". Government departments will now have to show they are progressively
delivering more services through Indigenous-controlled providers. Perhaps just as
importantly, Indigenous groups will have a right to evaluate targets and programs
supported by government data and expertise.

Too often in the past the federal and state governments have done little more
than wring their hands each year when the Closing the Gap report exposed the
failures. Hopefully Indigenous groups can use this process to put the blowtorch to
them or highlight successes and alternative approaches.

The draft agreement is likely to face opposition, including from some Indigenous
groups who fear it will reduce momentum for the creation of a Voice to
Parliament along the lines of the Uluru Statement from the Heart. Megan Davis,
pro-vice chancellor Indigenous of the University of NSW, has said that Indigenous
groups will not be able to speak freely about the Closing the Gap plan because
they depend on governments.

Indigenous Australians Minister Ken Wyatt with Pat Turner of Indigenous representative body
Coalition of Peaks at Parliament House last week. Ms Turner co-chairs the Joint Council on
Closing the Gap. ALEX ELLINGHAUSEN
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She is right, but this is not a case of either/or. Australia should push ahead both
with the new Closing the Gap process and with constitutional recognition of our
First Nations. Indeed, once people get used to hearing from Indigenous people
about Closing the Gap they will see there is nothing to fear in a more formal Voice
to Parliament.
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