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National Close the Gap Day 2009 — Adjournment Debate 
HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [5.21 pm]: I want to take the time of the house to put on the record 
that today is “National Close the Gap Day 2009”, which is an issue that all members need to be concerned about.  

We recognise the current unacceptable situation, which still remains, of a 17-year gap in life expectancy between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians. We want to see more action in responding to this. In particular, we 
seek more government support for resources and a commitment to the partnerships that are needed to bridge that 
gap within a generation. We seek to make this critical long-term target more meaningful to current governments 
by calling for an interim target of less than 10 years’ difference by 2015.  

Members should know that Australia is the only First World country that has failed to make progress on the 
health and life expectancy of our first peoples. Other First World nations have within the past decade or two 
managed to significantly reduce the gap for their first peoples. That includes Canada, New Zealand and the 
United States, which have all reduced their life expectancy gaps from between five and eight years. To put this 
life expectancy gap in another way, on average, a person from Bangladesh can expect to live for 10 years longer 
than an Indigenous Australian. I am sure that figure would shock members, as we think of Bangladesh as a poor 
country with poor health outcomes. Also, a few years ago the World Health Organization found that the health of 
Indigenous Australians was lagging a century behind the rest of the population.  

What is needed? First of all, I congratulate the Council of Australian Governments for allocating an additional 
$1.6 billion over four years to start the process of closing the gap. The Greens will be watching the upcoming 
budget to ensure that WA’s contribution to that sum does not suffer a cutback in this current economic climate. 
How this money is spent is now the key issue. Indigenous representative bodies are concerned there are still no 
commitments from governments to partner them to develop a national action plan. We are deeply concerned 
about whether the state government has any capacity to partner with Indigenous groups in a genuine way, 
especially given Premier Barnett’s current threat to Indigenous people on the issue of the James Price Point 
development, which of course relates to the proposed Kimberley gas hub. It seems clear that the Liberal-
generated and ALP-supported federal intervention in the Northern Territory is not helping.  

Critical drivers for those health problems are social determinants of health, and the key to this is empowerment, 
local ownership and collaboration on the responses needed. The intervention flies in the face of all those 
approaches. However, there is a strong optimistic message in all of this. We know what to do and it is simply a 
question of resources and implementation. The Australian Medical Association put out a very good report in 
May 2007 with a long list of successful Indigenous health programs. In an excellent Hawke lecture last year, 
Professor Fiona Stanley expressed her frustration with this area, promising not to be involved in any future 
inquiries into what needs to be done without also being given the capacity to oversee the implementation. I think 
that is the sort of sentiment that we also need to support via the Parliament. I asked members to do everything 
that they can to assist in this process to close what is an unacceptable gap in the life expectancy of Indigenous 
Australians as opposed to ours. 
 


