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SUMMARY

HUMAN RIGHTS -  A JOURNEY TO ENLIGHTENMENT, SAYS JUDGE


High Court judge, Justice Michael Kirby, told the Sydney CBD Club of Rotary International on Monday 27 March 2000 in Sydney that the quest for human rights was a never ending journey towards greater human understanding and enlightenment. 


Justice Kirby was admitted to Honorary Membership of the Sydney CBD Club by Club President David Brown.  He was introduced by Honorary Secretary Joan Richards who read a statement setting out details of Justice Kirby's career in Australia and overseas.  Justice Kirby is a Justice of the High Court of Australia - the country's highest Court.  Earlier in the same month Justice Kirby returned to the North Sydney Rotary Club after having earlier been named a Paul Harris Fellow on the sponsorship of North Sydney Rotary.  In his address, he paid tribute to Rotary International and its clubs in Australia and their work to make the world a better place.


The judge illustrated his point about the growing awareness of human rights by referring to his experiences between 1993 and 1996 when he was Special Representative for the Secretary-General of the United Nations for Human Rights in Cambodia. Following decades of war, genocide and invasion, Cambodia was trying to change to a democratic society. But Justice Kirby said that ordinary people in Cambodia had taught him that human rights went beyond complaints about police, judges and politicians. He said that for the average Cambodian, human rights involved primarily:

· Access to clean drinkable water;

· The provision of basic education to female children; 

· Access to emergency healthcare; and

· Removal of landmines.


Justice Kirby compared the situation in Cambodia, as he had seen it, with advances in Australia since his earliest days as a young lawyer in the 1960s. At that time he had appeared in cases for the New South Wales Council for Civil Liberties. He said that various topics which were on the human rights agenda today were hardly ever talked about as human rights subjects in Australia only thirty years ago. He instanced:

· The dignity and rights of Aboriginal Australians;

· The establishment of non-discriminatory migration policies concerning Asian, black or other migrants;

· The assurance of true equality for women in every branch of Australian society; and

· The removal of discrimination against gays and lesbians and persistent homophobia.

Justice Kirby told the Sydney CBD Club of how one member of the North Sydney Rotary Club had thanked him for his "courage" in declaring his own sexuality and in speaking up for gay and lesbian citizens. This Rotarian had said that he had shared the attitude of prejudice against homosexuals that was formerly evident in Australian society.  He did so until he discovered that his own son was gay. He now loved and respected his son as he was.  He saw homophobia for what it was - ignorance based on fear of the unknown.


Justice Kirby said that discrimination against homosexual citizens was unacceptable in contemporary Australia. It was especially unfortunate that it could sometimes be traced to attitudes in the churches and other religious organisations. He said that he hoped for growing enlightenment in Australia on this issue. He had spoken up to make the future easier on young people who were only now discovering their sexual orientation. 


Justice Kirby said that although he had received some hate mail about his sexuality, overwhelmingly the response from the Australian community had been positive:

"I have received hundreds of letters, including from Catholic and Anglican Bishops, clergy, laity, teachers, prison chaplains and others. But the messages which were most precious were those which I received from the parents and grandparents of gay and lesbian Australians".


Justice Kirby said that he hoped for increased enlightenment on all of these issues. He declared that this was the way that human rights progressed in a free country such as Australia. He congratulated Sydney CBD Rotary for providing opportunities for people to share their ideas and experiences. "This is the way to spread the enlightenment", he said.
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