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I am delighted to take part in the opening of the new premises of the Australia Institute within University House at the Australian National University (ANU) in Canberra.


It is a special pleasure to participate with the Chancellor of the ANU, Professor Peter Baume.  He is one of the Australian politicians I hold in the highest regard.  When HIV/AIDS came along in the 1980s, he was in the federal Parliament.  He played a key role in forging, with Dr Neal Blewett, the general bipartisan strategy that has marked Australia's response to the epidemic.  Thanks to his leadership and that of Dr Blewett, lives have been saved, people at risk have been educated, bold strategies have been adopted and  our rate of infection has fallen dramatically and levelled out.  The activities of our politicians at that time saved Australian lives.  I honour them.


I also honour the present Minister, Dr Michael Wooldridge, for continuing this strategy.  Recently he announced the establishment of the Jonathan Mann Fellowships funded by the Australian Government.  They remember the first director of the Global Programme on AIDS of the World Health Organisation who was tragically killed in a plane crash when on his way to Geneva to take part in a meeting on HIV vaccines.  It was Jonathan Mann's leadership which led Australia in the successful directions that Dr Blewett and Professor Peter Baume pioneered.  I honour them all.


If you want to see the alternative scenario look at South Africa and Zimbabwe.  There, even the past President Nelson Mandela, in many ways a secular saint, would not become involved in the fight against HIV.  On recent reports, President Mbeki seems to be in a state of denial.  The less said about President Robert Mugabe, the better.  Infection rates are very high and growing throughout sub-Saharan Africa.  It is a devastation.  As I see it, the role of the Australia Institute is to castigate and criticise the Australian political and social scene where it falls into error or moral blindness.  The High Court and the Constitution uphold that right.  But when, occasionally, there is room for praise and appreciation, the Institute should express it.  The strategies on HIV/AIDS are a case in point.  How did they come about?  Individual politicians and officials troubled to inform themselves on essential social and medical data.  They resisted populism.  Democracy worked.


Most of the topics upon which the Australia Institute works are necessarily, and properly, very political and controversial.  In the last eighteen months it has published works of information and criticism on such topics as:

· The GST and its implications for charities, business and the environment.

· Privatisation of public sector enterprises.

· Quality of life, including a special study on life in Newcastle.

· Native title.

· Population growth and the environment.


At present the Australia Institute is working on a number of very important areas highly relevant to the public debate in Australia.  These include:

· The role of the Internet as a public sphere.

· Implications of an ageing population.

· Reform of the welfare system.

· Academic freedom.

· Internet gambling.

· Self-determination for Australia's indigenous peoples.  The right to self-determination of peoples is an issue in which I have been involved in expert groups of UNESCO.  Those groups have addressed the question of who are a "people" for this right promised by international law.  It is important to recognise that "self determination" does not necessarily mean self government or total independence.  But, for a "people", it does mean having a say in issues of governance affecting such "people".


Most of these topics are far too controversial and political for comment by a judge.  Moreover, some of them are topics that may come, in one guise or another, before the High Court of Australia.  Much as I would like to express views about them, it might be more prudent to reserve any views to the Court after I have heard full argument and my views can actually count.  However, it will be apparent that the Australia Institute plays a very useful role as an organ of analysis, data gathering and exposition.  It is therefore, in my opinion, vital to the Australian political landscape.


Once again one may ask:  what is the alternative?  The alternative is what we see so often in Australia and, indeed, throughout the Western world.  It is government by transient political polling, newspaper headlines and editorials and media creation and pursuit of "issues" as a form of mass entertainment.  Thoughtful and informed criticisms are often missing as we lurch from one issue manipulated from the news, blown up out of all proportion, popularised and sensationalised, until it too is replaced by the next storm in the entertainment of the people.  All political parties are victims, and participants, in this feature of modern democratic government.  Governance too easily falls victim to populism.  I do not believe that it is the kind of democratic polity that the founders of the Australian Constitution envisaged when they finalised the Australian Constitution a hundred years ago exactly.


The Australia Institute and other such bodies offer an alternative vision of democracy.  This is the democracy of ideas, of objective data, of strongly expressed opinions and arguments, of practical philosophy, of strong persuasion.  We need more of this from every political viewpoint and philosophy.  It is entirely appropriate that the Institute should find a home in this University in the nation's capital.


True democrats understand that occasionally they will make mistakes.  Usually there will be an alternative path to paradise.  Diversity and choice are the essence of democratic governance.  Its life force is information, argument and opinions strongly expressed.  The Australia Institute has, I think, kept the faith with its original charter.  I especially welcome its increasing willingness to look beyond Australia to its place in the world.  The involvement of the Australia Institute in the aftermath of the events in East Timor is to be encouraged.


One of the items in last night's Federal Budget which I believe all Australians will welcome is the commitment to a large expenditure by Australia on rebuilding governance and law and order in that close neighbour.  I hope that the Australia Institute - and other civil society organisations in Australia - will involve themselves in the task of nation-building in East Timor.  And in rebuilding our links with Indonesia.  This morning at the High Court, I welcomed a large delegation of visiting Indonesian judges.  They are in Australia to study our legal and judicial systems.  We must reach out with help and friendship to our neighbours.  This is vital to Australia and its people.  We should not be selfish islanders, complacent in our outlook.  I hope that the Australia Institute, in its new home, will look outwards and think (as we all now must) in terms of the world and our region.


Doing this the Institute will help Australians to understand that we will sometimes be criticised by the world that also watches us.  Recently in Geneva at the UN Human Rights Commission, Australia's human rights record on such matters as Aboriginal policy and mandatory sentencing was criticised.  This is part and parcel of being part of the planet which is increasingly interconnected.  Globalism extends today to human rights.  It is not confined to the economy.  I saw this repeatedly demonstrated when I was at the Special Representative for the UN Secretary-General for Human Rights in Cambodia.  The tyrants of the world who oppress their peoples must now answer before the bar of humanity in the UN Human Rights Commission, the General Assembly and other bodies.  It is a good thing that this happens.  Often it is the only hope against oppressors of the downtrodden and forgotten.


In the international community Australia has long been a good citizen.  We were a founding member of the United Nations.  Dr H V Evatt was the first President of the General Assembly.  We have played a constructive role in the body ever since 1945 and we continue to do so, most lately in the East Timor emergency force.  We should expect to be criticised from time to time.  We are not perfect.  Instead of reacting with resentment, Australians should listen to the criticism.  Sometimes it will be misinformed and unfair.  But often it will be fully justified.  At least it might be worth considering.  Wisdom and justice teaches judges to keep their minds open to other points of view.  The same goes for nations.  We should heed it and respond to criticism.


The same goes for the Australia Institute.  Sometimes we will object to the views expressed.  Sometimes we will disagree.  Occasionally we will be irritated and once or twice infuriated.  That is precisely what the Australia Institute is here for.  That is democracy as our Constitution guarantees it.  Freedom lies in difference, not in sameness - in disagreement, not in cloying consensus.  I hope that the Australia Institute will never forget that stimulation and irritation is part of its mission.  Indeed, it is also the mission of universities.  So the Australia Institute is well placed in its new home.  


I congratulate the Australia Institute and the University in opening their de facto relationship under the one roof.  May they enjoy general bliss, harmony and only occasional and constructive discord.  May they each be blessed with noisy progeny.
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