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BRISBANE: Thirty years after sweeping reforms were recommended
to end the injustice of Indigenous deaths in Australian custody, a
spate of recent fatalities and soaring rates of Aboriginal incarceration
have highlighted failures to act. Jailing children as young as 10, per-
sistent racist attitudes and tough law-and-order policies all con-
tribute to what has been called as a “national shame” by Aboriginal
leaders. More than 450 Indigenous fatalities have been recorded
since the landmark Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Cus-
tody was published in 1991, including five since early March.

There is now searing anger over the mounting toll-and the fact
that no police or prison officials have ever been convicted over the
deaths. Nioka Chatfield is still reeling from the loss of her 22-year-
old son Tane, who was dragged unresponsive from his prison cell
while on remand and later died in hospital.

“It is a painful, painful, tragic experience that us Aboriginal people
here in Australia have to endure,” she told AFP. The 1991 inquiry found
Indigenous people were more likely to die in custody because of their
“grossly disproportionate” over-representation in detention. At the
time, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders made up just over 14 per-
cent of adult prisoners. That has now doubled to roughly 29 percent-
despite Indigenous Australians comprising just three percent of the
total population, official statistics show.

The situation is even worse for Indigenous children, who make up
about 65 percent of the very youngest in detention. The Royal Com-
mission found the situation “would not be tolerated if it occurred in
the non-Aboriginal community”. Last year, nationwide rallies drew
tens of thousands who defied coronavirus rules to protest in solidarity
with the Black Lives Matter movement in the US and to highlight sys-
tematic racism at home.

Hundreds of people attended fresh demonstrations in Brisbane,

Sydney and other cities Saturday, with crowds holding placards bear-
ing the images of the dead.

Many Indigenous deaths in custody are attributed to underlying
health issues, self-harm or inadequate medical care. Tane Chatfield’s
death was officially ruled a suicide last year at a coronial inquest,
which found he had struggled with drugs and depression.

But his family believes the young father was killed by the system-
and is fighting for change. As he lay dying, Nioka said she made him
a promise: “I will turn every stone, every pebble, every rock, every
mountain so your death will not be in vain.” They are now among 15
families who lost loved ones that are pushing for major reforms to
Australia’s penal system.

These include creating an independent body to investigate In-
digenous deaths in custody, an end to the physical restraint and abuse
of prisoners, and raising the minimum age of criminal responsibility
from 10 to 14. Their campaign is backed by the National Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Legal Services, and their demands echoed
by justice reform groups across the country.

Countries including France, Canada and Germany have urged
Australia to raise the age of criminal responsibility to 14, as recom-
mended by the United Nations, but work on the issue by top legal
officers stalled last year.

‘National shame’ 
Opposition Senator Patrick Dodson, a Yawuru man who was one

of the commissioners, describes the toll as a “national shame”. “Only
strong national leadership and fundamental policy changes can avert
this crisis,” he wrote on Twitter. A 2018 report produced by Deloitte
for the prime minister’s department found 35 percent of the Royal
Commission’s recommendations-which included overhauling prisons

safety, addressing Indigenous disadvantage and diverting young peo-
ple from the justice system-were yet to be fully implemented.

Thalia Anthony, a law professor at the University of Technology
Sydney, said it was clear that taking up the reforms “would have
saved lives”. “Governments need to retract from their law-and-order
policies and agendas that manifest in increasingly tougher policing
powers, bail laws and sentencing laws,” she said, urging the redirec-
tion of funding to First Nations justice groups. —AFP

Anniversary highlights Aboriginal 
deaths in Australian custody crisis

A spate of recent fatalities highlights the failures of reforms

Japan PM heads to 
Washington with 
China topping agenda
TOKYO: Japan’s prime minister headed to Washington yesterday to
become the first foreign leader to hold face-to-face talks with US
President Joe Biden, with concerns about China topping the agenda.
Yoshihide Suga will be hoping to renew the all-important alliance
with Washington after the Trump era, as well as compare notes on
an increasingly assertive Beijing. The trip comes after two top US
officials visited Japan in March, and following a summit of leaders
from the Quad alliance-a grouping of the United States, Japan, Aus-
tralia and India. The theme of all the diplomatic activity has been
clear: signalling a united front to Beijing at a time of growing concern
about its military stance and human rights issues. In Tokyo, Suga’s
trip is seen as “a sign that the United States puts top priority on East
Asia in its diplomacy,” said Kunihiko Miyake, president of Japan’s
Foreign Policy Institute think-tank. “It means Washington now shares
Japan’s concerns about a dramatic change in the strategic environ-
ment in East Asia over the past decade,” said Miyake, a former for-
eign ministry official. Japan has been increasingly vocal about China’s
maritime expansion and military build-up, publicly protesting the
presence of Chinese vessels around disputed islets known as the
Senkaku by Tokyo and the Diaoyu by Beijing. —AFP

French embassy 
advises citizens 
to leave Pakistan
ISLAMABAD: The French embassy in Pakistan yesterday advised all French
nationals and companies to temporarily leave the country, after violent anti-
France protests paralyzed large parts of the country this week.  “Due to the
serious threats to French interests in Pakistan, French nationals and French
companies are advised to temporarily leave the country,” the embassy said
in an email to French citizens.  “The departures will be carried out by existing
commercial airlines.” Anti-French sentiment has been simmering for months
in Pakistan since the government of President Emmanuel Macron expressed
support for a magazine’s right to republish cartoons deemed blasphemous
by many Muslims. On Wednesday, the Pakistani government moved to ban
an extremist political party whose leader had called for the expulsion of the
French ambassador.  Saad Rizvi, leader of Tehreek-e-Labbaik Pakistan (TLP),
was detained hours after making his demands, bringing thousands of his sup-
porters to the streets in cities across Pakistan.

Two police officers died in the clashes, which saw water cannon, tear gas
and rubber bullets used to hold back crowds.  The TLP are notorious for
holding days-long, violent road protests over blasphemy issues, causing
major disruption to the country. But successive governments have a long his-
tory of avoiding confrontation with hardline Islamist groups, fearing any
crackdown on religious parties could spark wider violence in the deeply con-
servative Islamic republic. Macron’s comments in September triggered anger
across the Muslim world, with tens of thousands in Pakistan, neighboring Iran
and other Muslim countries flooding the streets and organizing anti-French

boycotts. TLP supporters brought the capital Islamabad to a standstill at the
time. On Twitter, the hashtag “#FrenchLeavePakistan” was trending with
42,000 tweets as of yesterday afternoon.  Weeks after satirical magazine
Charlie Hebdo republished the cartoons, its former offices in Paris were at-
tacked by a Pakistani man who stabbed two people. At the time, Prime Min-
ister Imran Khan accused the French president of attacking the Muslim faith
and urged Islamic countries to work together to counter what he called
growing repression in Europe. In an address to the United Nations, Khan, a
populist leader who has been known to play to Pakistan’s hardline religious
base, blasted Charlie Hebdo for re-publishing the cartoons, saying “wilful
provocations” should be “universally outlawed”.—AFP

BRISBANE: This file photo taken in Brisbane shows demonstrators attending a
Black Lives Matter protest to express solidarity with US protesters and demand
an end to frequent Aboriginal deaths in custody in Australia. —AFP

ISLAMABAD: Paramilitary soldiers stand guard in front of the French Embassy
in the Red Zone which was secured with shipping containers by the authorities
to beef up security following violent anti-France protests yesterday. —AFP


