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Subject:
Delegation Members’ Report – United Nations Committee on the Status of Women


Recommendation:

It is recommended that the relevant Commonwealth Government body:

1. Continues to ensure that there is appropriate Indigenous participation on all official Australian delegations to the United Nations; and

2. Ensures that the Indigenous representative is appropriately briefed on any new or emerging trends with respect to Australia’s official position on the dealing of Indigenous issues at the United Nations.

Background:

· I was invited by the Minister for Family and Community Services (FACS) via the Office of the Status of Women (OSW), in early February 2005, to be a member of the official Australian delegation.

· I accepted the invitation because of my professional qualifications, namely:

· Admitted to practice as a Barrister-of-Law of the Supreme Court of Queensland and the High Court of Australia;

· A minimum of 10 years experience working in the fields of Indigenous, human and child rights;

· Council Member of the National Indigenous Council (NIC) – which seeks to provide policy advise to the Prime Minister and Government with respect to national Indigenous issues; and

· Director of Indigenous Enterprise Partnerships (IEP) – which seeks to foster economic development in Indigenous communities.


Facts: 
Preliminary

· I was the only Indigenous member of the delegation and also one of a few delegation members who were affiliated with a NGO.

· I was also the youngest member of the delegation.

· Prior to departure, I was provided with written background materials and given a general oral briefing by an OSW staff member.

· I arrived in New York on 25 February along with several other members of the delegation, including the Minister.

Initial Strategy

· The delegation met and received briefings on a daily basis.  At one of the initial briefings, the delegation was advised of the presence of representatives of NGOs from Australia.  We were encouraged to form a relationship with these representatives and to share appropriate information with them.  The delegation was also further encouraged to form relationships between NGOs and members of official delegations from other countries.
· Noting my Aboriginality and age, I actively sought to network with other young and/or Indigenous women at the conference.
· At the commencement of the conference, it was difficult to visibly identify representatives who were part of the Indigenous or youth cohort of the conference. This was exacerbated by the fact that there were separate NGO parallel side events that were hosted at a separate location from the United Nations Headquarters.
·  It also appeared that the official delegations of Canada, New Zealand and the United States did not have an Indigenous member on their delegations (however not official confirmed).  
· Earlier in the first week, I identified various NGO sessions which were either:
· Of professional relevance to my area of expertise (law, economic development and political participation); or
· The topic related to either Indigenous or young women’s issues.

· I identified and was introduced to the only Australian Indigenous NGO representative. Together, we introduced one another to other Indigenous representatives throughout the course of the two weeks.   Subsequently a loose “network” of Indigenous colleagues was formed. 
· Furthermore, I actively sought to foster a relationship with the Australian Indigenous NGO representative to demonstrate that as a member of the official government delegation, I valued her presence at the CSW forum and that she brought a different perspective (than I) to some of Australian Indigenous women’s issues.
Indigenous Participation Well Received
· The other Indigenous Australian representative and myself, on a couple of occasions attended some of the Indigenous sessions together.  It was understood and respected that we both attended the UN conference with two different briefs and agendas.  On the occasions where we both took the floor together, we received some positive feedback from NGO representatives about our presence and contribution at the conference (i.e. that Australia had Indigenous representation on both the official and NGO delegations).  In one case, a member of the Canadian official delegation was impressed that Australia included an Indigenous woman on the official delegation. 

 Drafting of United Nations Resolutions

· I contributed to the drafting of two United Nations Resolutions, the first relating to Indigenous women and the second, relating to the economic empowerment of women.

· My contacts with other Indigenous representatives were invaluable.  Via these contacts, I was notified of NGO representatives lobbying official country delegations to draft and support an Indigenous resolution.  I was able to obtain a copy of the draft wording and a preliminary list of some of the countries that may support the resolution. I advised the Australian Mission of this and provided it with a copy of these documents.

· Initially it was difficult for me to be of assistance to the Australian delegation and the Australian Government, in representing our Government’s official views on Indigenous issues.  This was because I was not briefed by the Australian Mission at the start of the conference, that in their view, Indigenous issues are more appropriately dealt with in Indigenous-specific UN forums, as opposed to mainstream forums (such as CSW). 

· However, once I received this briefing and was advised of this policy, it was easier for me to assess how I (the only Indigenous member of the delegation) could best be of assistance to the official Australian delegation, as I now had an increased understanding of the parameters in which I could work. Therefore, on this advice, I attended the drafting sessions of both the Indigenous and Economic Empowerment resolutions to monitor and include text that was consistent with Australia’s official domestic Indigenous policies; notwithstanding that both of these texts may not be cosponsored by Australia. 

Professional Opportunities

· As a Barrister, who studied International Public Law, Human Rights and Discrimination Law, I was able to utilise my drafting skills during the drafting sessions.
· Important networks were established (but not limited to) members of the Australian Delegation, in linking some of the programs and projects we are individually associated with (eg. linking Indigenous women in Cape York and Cherbourg to the Rural Women’s programs).
· An Indigenous (including the economic status of Indigenous women) and young women’s perspective was provided to the Australian delegation.
· By being a part of the process, I developed a better understanding of the “practical and procedural” aspects of the United Nations and international diplomacy.  Additionally, as an NIC member, it was important for me to learn for the first time, Australia’s policy with respect to the dealing of Indigenous issues in mainstream UN forums (as discussed earlier).
Conclusion

· For me to be a part of the Australian delegation, I took personal leave from my current employment with Indigenous Enterprise Partnerships (IEP) as it did not directly relate to my work.  Consequently this meant that I had to work excessive hours to meet my work commitments  (prior to, after hours during the trip, and then since my return).  Nonetheless, this was well worth the effort.
· My participation on the delegation was made easier by the professional and well-organised assistance I received from the OSW staff.  First, special mention must go to Ms Jean Mair, for her travel and administrative assistance.  Then secondly, a special mention must also go to Gabrielle Burrell and Kerry Flanagan   - who often exceeded any obligation they may have had with respect to ensuring that the delegation was appropriately briefed and provided with regular updates from Canberra, and that logistics (including security) was organised.  It is noted that this would have been a difficult role, however, the work they put into the delegation was greatly appreciated.
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