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It was good news for women everywhere when the Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to three African women this month.  They are Liberia’s Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, already well-known as the first democratically elected female president in an African state, peace activist Leyma Gbowee, also Liberian, and Yemani activist Tawakkul Karman.

Also in Africa, it was sad to hear of the death of Kenyan activist and environmentalist, and 2004 Nobel Peace prize winner, Wangari Maathai.  She is probably best remembered for her Gree Belt project, when she encouraged Kenyan women to plant thousands of trees in their local communities in order to combat the deforestation then occurring.  This was a starting point for many women to stand up for themselves and their children. 
There was also good news from PNG, where the Prime Minister Peter O’Neill, in a speech to National Council of Women PNG, has promised legislation to increase the number of female members   of Parliament to 25.  Considering that currently there is only one woman in that Parliament, this is a huge   step forward.  We congratulate our sisters in PNG and urge them to ensure the Equality and Participation Bill is enacted.
Earlier this month, a Toowoomba   based GP, Dr David van Gend,   wrote an article for The Courier Mail on the subject of same-sex marriage, in which he remarked that the idea of two men bringing up a child was “abominable”.  He was subsequently called before the Queensland Anti-Discrimination Commission after a complaint from a gay rights activist.  Although Dr van Gent’s language was somewhat intemperate, and many of us would not agree with his views, surely this was an over-reaction.  The doctor did nothing illegal and was entitled to his own opinion.  What is happening to our tradition of free speech?
The problems and inequalities in Queensland’s Indigenous people have been publicised again this month.  Amnesty International   held  a Conference at Parliament House entitled “The Human Rights of Aboriginal  and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Queensland.  The speeches and discussions which took place that day, sadly, indicate that equality of opportunity, treatment by the justice system, and participation for Queensland’s Indigenous population is still a long way off.
A discussion with Alfred   Lacey, the Mayor of Palm Island, revealed the depth of resentment and dissatisfaction the residents still feel in regard to the infamous death in police custody of Cameron Doomadgee.  In their eyes, no one has been brought to justice for that death.  The police officer at the centre of the tragedy was given “retraining” sessions.
According to figures supplied by Community Action Group Project 10%, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders are still 11.9% more likely than other Queenslanders to be imprisoned, and these prisoners are on average younger than the rest of the prison population.  This seems a clear indication that young offenders from Indigenous communities are imprisoned for crimes/misdemeanours   for which other young people would be given probation or community service orders.  There is some reluctance by Government to de-criminalise alcohol-linked offences, the opinion of many being that they should be dealt with under the Mental Health Act.  There is one Diversion Centre which tackles these issues in rural Queensland, but it is situated in Mt Isa, and attempts   to set up others have been impeded by the NIMBY factor.  The setting-up of Murri Courts has been   successful in some instances and is certainly a step forward, but Indigenous Elders who attend and advise  at these sessions are paid just a pittance by Queensland’s Justice system, in contrast with similar courts in other states.
Changes are being made to Domestic Violence Laws in Queensland following the Federal Governments National Plan of Action legislation.  The Queensland Domestic   and Family Violence Protection Bill 2011 follows  these guidelines.  Amnesty International’s   Human Rights in Law Group is putting together a summary of the proposed legislation and I hope to have details before my next report.
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