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Abstract 

During the 19
th
 and early to mid 20

th
 century, the governments of Canada and Australia 

embarked on policies to assimilate the Aboriginal populations of their respective 

countries. These policies resulted in the Stolen Generations in Australia and the 

Residential Schools travesties in Canada. Over the last 20 years various leadership and 

policy actions have been taken to rectify these atrocious policies. The paper outlines the 

assimilation policies and then compares and contrasts the leadership and policy actions 

taken to remedy these injustices, commenting on possible improvements to both. 

Introduction 

A coordinated and sustained attempt to assimilate Aboriginal peoples through 

governmental policies in Canada and Australia occurred in the 19
th
 and early-to-middle 

part of the 20
th
 centuries. The lasting effects of these policies are still being felt 

throughout Aboriginal communities in Canada and Australia. This paper explores these 

assimilation policies and examines each country‟s proposed policy solutions to the 

consequences of their assimilation policies. The first section explores the policies and 

actions that led to the attempted assimilation of Aboriginals within each country. The 

second section focuses on the actions that political leaders in Canada and Australia have 

taken to address the consequences of the assimilation policies. The third section 

examines policies that have been proposed or implemented by the governments and 

Members of Parliament of Canada and Australia in response to harms caused by past 

assimilation policies. The fourth section provides a brief discussion on the current health 

and living standards of Aboriginal peoples. Finally, the fifth section gives a brief 

conclusion of some of the results gathered, and discusses future policy creation 

mechanisms that will allow for a more complete righting of the wrongs of the past. 
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The solutions that have already been proposed and implemented by Canada and 

Australia are lacking, with Australia‟s solutions being of particular concern. The 

conclusion will show that Australia‟s lack of a comprehensive reparations policy is a 

burden on their Aboriginal relations. Both nations have committed injustices to their 

Aboriginal populations and it is their duty to right these wrongs through the 

implementation of meaningful and effective policies.  

History of Assimilation 

“Both Canada and Australia have a similar legacy in terms of the legislative acts, agents 

and policies used against Aboriginal people in the hope that they would „cease to exist‟” 

(Sameulson 1993, 13). These Acts and policies were aimed in particular at Aboriginal 

children, with the reasoning being that Aboriginal children would be more easily 

assimilated than adult Aboriginal peoples” (Armitage 1998, 41). In Australia, the results of 

these policies are referred to as the Stolen Generations, while in Canada they have 

become known as the Residential Schools travesties.  

Andrew Armitage discusses the history, Acts, and policies that led to the attempted 

assimilation of Aboriginal peoples in his book “Comparing the Policy of Aboriginal 

Assimilation: Australia, Canada, and New Zealand.” Armitage argues that the attempted 

assimilation of Aboriginal peoples was a horrendous act perpetrated by the governments 

of these three countries. He illustrates this point when he remarks that “removing children 

from their parents in order to change a people and a culture came to be recognized as an 

act of oppression, formally considered by the UN to be a type of genocide” (Armitage 

1998, 6).
1
 Paul Brown, a professor of Public Administration at Dalhousie University, 

provides the reasoning behind Armitage‟s historical policy review when he asserts that 

“proposals to change policy in any area are likely to fail if they have been fashioned 

without a clear analysis of the circumstances and the political force that led to the existing 

policy” (Brown 2008). An examination of the policies and Acts that led to assimilation will 

now be undertaken. 

(a) Australia 

Racism and the supposed superiority of European or non-Aboriginal ways of life were the 

starting point for many of the injustices inflicted upon Aboriginal peoples in Australia. 

John Bond, an executive member of the Stolen Generations Alliance, commented at the 

                                          
1 However, at least in the Australian context, this is a highly debated conclusion. (Robert Van Krieken, “Cultural Genocide Reconsidered”. Article in “Australian 

Indigenous Law Review”, 2008, vol. 12. Ed. Davis, Megan, Lino, Dylan, Wen, Michelle. Indigenous Law Center, University of New South Wales.) 
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“Ten Years Later: Bringing Them Home and the Forced Removal of Children” conference 

that 

Generations of Australians have grown up believing that aboriginal culture is 

worthless, that aboriginal people are morally inferior to us. That is the myth by which 

we justified our takeover of the continent without making treaties. That is the myth 

which led to the policy of removing aboriginal children from their families (2007). 

By examining the history and policies that led to this terrible situation, as well as the 

solutions put forward by the government of Australia, we can gain a better understanding 

of how these injustices came to be. 

After the European settlement of Australia, Aboriginal peoples were not of much concern 

for the government and Aboriginal policy was not a priority (Armitage 1998, 14). This 

stemmed from the British government‟s decision to deem Australia Terra Nullius, which 

resulted in a pattern of disposition without negotiation, compensation, or recognition 

[which] was characteristic of the Australian frontier” (Armitage 1998, 16). In the late 

1800s and early 1900s a number of Acts were passed by the federal Australian 

government as well as by individual states, which had control over Aboriginal affairs. 

These acts were a “control measure regulating all aspects of an Aboriginal person‟s 

life…[including] where they could live, where their children could live, where they had to 

work, what funds they could have as an allowance, and who was and who was not an 

Aboriginal person” (ibid., 18). These Acts asserted that it was the responsibility and 

providence of the government to control Aboriginal peoples, including where their 

children lived. Aboriginal children were taken from their homes and placed into 

institutions or foster homes so that they could be “civilized,” which involved their language 

and culture being taken from them. This travesty is now referred to as the “Stolen 

Generations.”  

One example of this forced separation of families was the use of the Aborigines 

Protection Board in New South Wales,
2
 which had the authority to separate children from 

their parents. One of the Board‟s main mandates focused on having every Aboriginal 

child housed away from his or her parents and enrolled in an institutional education 

system where they would be trained to be manual labourers and housekeepers. The 

board‟s policies were seen to be a “success when the boy or girl became a dutiful 

servant” (ibid., 43). Within the institutions themselves, life was severe and cruel: 

                                          
2 Family issues are the domain of each individual state in Australia.  
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In 1933 the manager at Kinchlla, the boy‟s home, was warned that „he must not be 

drunk on duty. He must no longer use a stock whip on the boys, nor tie them up. He 

must not use dietary punishments. He must keep a punishment register, and he was 

no longer allowed to send the boys out as labour on local farms. Six years later, there 

was another inquiry at Kinchella into what the board called „sexual deviance‟ (ibid., 

44). 

In 1937, prominent federal and state representatives convened in the Australian capital of 

Canberra to discuss Aboriginal problems and solutions. The tone of the conference was 

explicitly one of assimilation; it was to be the dominant policy theory for all of the 

Australian states. The former commissioner of Native affairs in Western Australia, A.O. 

Neville, summed up the thoughts of the conference when he stated “[T]he problem of the 

native race…should be dealt with on a long range plan…by accepting the view that 

ultimately the natives must be absorbed into the white population of Australia” (Neville 

1937). Neville elaborated more on the children themselves when he asserted that the 

state “must have charge of the children at the age of six years…[since it is] our intention 

to establish sufficient settlements to undertake the training and education of these 

children so that they may become absorbed into the general community” (ibid.). This view 

that children must be taken from their families and educated by the state was taken with 

the direct purpose of taking the children‟s culture and language away from them.  

The assimilation of children in Australia began to change in the latter half of the 20
th
 

century. In 1969, the child welfare department in New South Wales changed its policies 

so that “being Aboriginal was no longer a cause for having one‟s children removed…[and 

the] removal of children was dependent upon identifying neglect, abuse, or delinquency, 

and a court decided how departmental authority should be exercised” (Armitage 1998, 

47). This policy change began to challenge the assimilation policies and paved the way 

for their eventual removal altogether. However, these changes were slow to materialize in 

other jurisdictions and Queensland maintained its assimilation policies into the 1980s 

(Armitage 1998, 47).  

Current governmental programs and policies are focused on righting the wrongs 

committed by former governments. The Australian government‟s actions surrounding the 

apology, reparations, and alteration of policies regarding the removal of Aboriginal 

children will be compared and contrasted with those of Canada in section II. 
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(b) Canada 

The Canadian government‟s interaction with Aboriginal peoples in colonial Canada was 

markedly different from the Australian government‟s approach. Aboriginal peoples in 

Canada are the responsibility of the federal government, while in Australia they are state 

responsibilities. Since Canada has had a more centralized control structure for Aboriginal 

issues than does Australia, a more unified policy has resulted in Canada (Armitage 1998, 

101). However, Canada‟s approach to Aboriginal peoples was similar to that of Australia 

in that Canada‟s assimilation policies were likewise based on racist assumptions and 

attitudes. Herman Merivale stated that the prevalent view in the early formation of 

Canadian Aboriginal policy centered around the idea that assimilation “by some means or 

others, is the only possible Euthanasia of savage communities” (Merivale 1861, 511). 

Aboriginal peoples in early Canada were, for the most part, British allies, and were also 

involved in trade within Canada. In response to Aboriginal peoples‟ assistance in the war 

against France, Britain passed the Royal Proclamation of 1763 in which Aboriginal 

peoples were given limited rights to their hunting grounds. The rights conveyed under this 

Act are now part of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, although the strength 

of these rights is uncertain (Henry 2000). With these rights came conditions. The 

Canadian government of the day (1837) saw that it was “necessary to make it a condition 

of [Aboriginal peoples] continuing to receive Presents either for themselves or to their 

families, that they should send their children to such Schools [Residential Schools]…as a 

necessary Part of any Plan for assimilating the Indians.”
3
 Residential Schools were 

institutions in which Aboriginal children lived and were schooled, removed on a semi-

permanent or permanent basis from their families. Coercing children to attend state-run 

and administered schools resulted in the same outcomes as in Australia: children were 

taken forcibly, grew up without their families or cultures and, as was the case in Australia, 

often suffered abuse and neglect. 

Residential Schools were integral to Aboriginal assimilation. The Bagot Commission of 

1842 focused on using Residential Schools as an important policy tool.
4
 In 1867, section 

91(24) of the Constitution Act gave control of Aboriginal matters to the federal 

government, and the Indian Act of 1876 gave the federal government control over the 

education and schooling of Aboriginal peoples. One of the main objectives of these Acts 

                                          
3 British Parliamentary Papers, ‘Report of the Committee of the Executive Council…respecting the Indian Department, Quebec City, 13 July 1837, in 

Correspondence Returns and other papers relating to Canada and the Indian Problem Therin, 1839 (Dublin: Irish University Press 1969), 253-97. Quoted in 
Armitage, 76. 

4 British Parliamentary Papers, ‘Report of the Committee of the Executive Council, Quebec City, 13 July 1837, in Correspondence Returns and other papers 

relating to Canada and the Indian Problem Therin, 1839 (Dublin: Irish University Press 1969), 215. Quoted in Armitage, 77. See also the ‘Act for the Gradual 

Civilization of the Indian Tribes in Canada’ of 1857 which was another piece of legislation, that had assimilation as its final goal. 
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was the assimilation of Aboriginal peoples (Armitage 1998, 78). Furthermore, when First 

Nations parents failed to send their children to residential schools, provisions permitting 

the governor-general-in-council to issue regulations and to commit children to such 

institutions were written into the [Indian] act (1894); when these provisions failed…the act 

was strengthened by classifying as delinquent all children who did not attend and by 

making their parents subject to criminal penalties (1920) (Armitage 1998, 79).  

The Government of Canada forced Aboriginal children from their families and into the 

Residential Schools, with legislation increasing in severity over time to obtain this end. 

The 1951 Indian Act continued the goal of assimilation; however, it did call for the 

integration of Aboriginal children into the general school system with non-Aboriginal 

children (Armitage 1998, 79). Despite this seemingly progressive aspect of the Indian 

Act, Armitage insists that assimilation is still at the heart of Canadian Aboriginal policy, 

noting that the 1951 Indian Act goal of assimilation is still the “formal basis for policy” 

(Armitage 1998, 82). 

In the beginning, the Residential Schools were supported by some of the Aboriginal 

population, especially those who saw the schools as a chance for their children to be 

better able to survive in the new European-dominated culture. However, as time 

progressed and the assimilation policies of the schools became clear, the Aboriginal 

population began to resist the schools (Miller 1989, 106). Within the Residential Schools 

“Indian children were insulated from the influences of their own people and subjected to a 

program designed to lead them to forget who they were and to adopt the ways and 

values of their teachers” (ibid., 112).  

However, by the late 19
th
 century the Residential Schools were already being seen as a 

failure by the Liberal government of the day. The Liberal Minister responsible, Clifford 

Sifton, stated that “the attempt to give a highly civilized education to the Indian 

child…was a practical failure.”
5
 Notably, this failure was attributed to the incapability and 

incivility of the Aboriginal child, rather than to an assimilative education system that was 

ill-suited to the realities of the lives of Aboriginal children. Even though the policy of 

Residential Schools was seen as a failure as early as the late 19
th
 century, the schools 

remained open in many parts of the country well into the mid-20
th
 century. 

After the abandonment of the Residential School system in the 1960s, a new policy 

emerged to deal with the welfare and care of Aboriginal children. This new child welfare 

system “put First Nations children under more pressure to assimilate than did the 

                                          
5 Canada, House of Commons, Debates, 1904, 6948. Cited in Miller, 198. 
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residential school system” (Armitage 1998, 120). The reasoning was that Aboriginal 

children were spread out among foster families instead of being together in the 

Residential Schools, and “there was no promise of return to their home communities and 

people” (Armitage 1998, 121). The current policies surrounding the housing of Aboriginal 

children vary by province. The main focus is now on engaging the Aboriginal community 

in the protection, adoption, and care of Aboriginal children, primarily in response to 

Aboriginal communities‟ desires to have jurisdiction over their own child welfare 

programs. The government of Canada has put forth various responses to the wrongs 

caused to Aboriginal children by the Residential Schools system. These will be examined 

in more detail in section II of the paper.  

Individual Leadership 

(a) Reparations and Compensation  

To understand the Canadian and Australian governments‟ efforts to atone for the wrongs 

caused by assimilation policies, it is important to first define reparations or compensation 

(these terms will be used interchangeably for the remainder of the paper). Reparations 

can be defined in a variety of ways; however, a common definition of reparations “refers 

to restoring justice, atoning and making amends for a wrong…it is possible that the 

wrongdoing group may not have a responsibility in a strict legal sense, or be legally 

compelled to make reparations. The obligation may centre on a political and moral, rather 

than a legal basis” (Buti). Reparations are used to atone for previous wrongs, regardless 

of whether there is a strict tort liability for those wrongs or not. 

(b) Australia 

On February 13
,
 2008, Prime Minister Kevin Rudd formally apologized to Aboriginal 

peoples for the governmental actions that led to the Stolen Generations. In his speech, 

Prime Minister Rudd stated that the Australian people  

reflect in particular on the mistreatment of those who were Stolen Generations—this 

blemished chapter in our nation‟s history…We apologise for the laws and policies of 

successive Parliaments and governments that have inflicted profound grief, suffering 

and loss on these our fellow Australians. We apologise especially for the removal of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children from their families, their communities 

and their country” (Rudd 2008). 

This apology was welcomed by all of the opposition parties in the Australian House of 

Representatives and also by the majority of Aboriginal groups. Prime Minister Rudd‟s 
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decision to forward an apology should also be praised. Many people in Australia felt that 

the apology was not needed and that it could have opened up the government to possible 

litigation. Prime Minister Rudd did not heed those warnings and arguably did the right 

thing by presenting the apology. This apology came after the previous government of 

John Howard had repeatedly refused to apologize (Sydney Herald). The Howard 

government felt that an apology was not needed and instead forwarded the idea that 

Aboriginal peoples in Australia should  

become in every way part of our mainstream Australian society while continuing to 

recognise their special place as the first Australians and continuing to recognise their 

right to treasure their own particular culture, [and that] the best way to help the 

indigenous people of this nation is to give them the greatest possible access to the 

bounty and good fortune of this nation, and that cannot happen unless they are 

absorbed into our mainstream (Sydney Herald).  

A scandal emerged in 2000, involving one of Howard‟s Ministers. The former Aboriginal 

Affairs Minister John Herron argued that there were no Stolen Generations. He 

contended that since not many children were taken, it could not legitimately be called a 

“generation” (Tim Lester paraphrasing John Herron). This goes to show how recently the 

government of Australia was denying the negative implications of their past assimilation 

policies. The Rudd government decided to depart from this view and offered an apology. 

(c) Canada 

On June 11, 2008, the Right Honorable Stephen Harper apologized for the travesties of 

the Residential Schools and the abuses that occurred there, emphasizing that “Today, we 

recognize that this policy of assimilation was wrong, has caused great harm, and has no 

place in our country” (Harper 2008). This apology was many years in the making. It 

should be highlighted as well that the leaders of all of the opposition parties at the time of 

the apology were also highly in favour of it. 

Previous Canadian governments began the chain of events that led to Prime Minister 

Harper‟s apology. In 1998, the Liberal government under Jean Chrétien put forth a 

statement of reconciliation. While it was the federal government that delivered this 

statement, Jean Chrétien was not present and it was his Indian Affairs Minister Jane 

Stewart who made the speech, and the statement of reconciliation did not specifically 

mention the Residential Schools travesties (Bourgeois 1998). The Martin government 

that succeeded Chrétien did not offer any formal apology, but it did promise substantial 

financial assistance to Aboriginal peoples. This commitment was made in a meeting with 
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provincial premiers and Aboriginal leaders in Kelowna in 2005, near the end of Martin‟s 

time as prime minister. This meeting “resulted in a five-year, $5-billion plan to improve the 

lives of First Nations, Métis and Inuit peoples” (CBC News). While these leadership 

actions led up to the apology given by the current prime minister, it was Prime Minister 

Harper who finally delivered on the much-deserved apology. This act of individual 

leadership is laudable and Prime Minister Harper should be commended for it. 

Policy Leadership 

The policy solutions presented by Canada and Australia differ greatly. The Canadian 

government has created a compensation scheme to deal with the effects of the 

Residential Schools travesties. The Australian government has decided to leave the 

responsibility of compensation to the individual states, opting not to offer any formal 

compensation scheme. Western Australia and Tasmania have both implemented 

compensation packages, however, the other states have not. Private members‟ bills 

outlining federal compensation packages have been tabled, but they have not been 

successful.  

There are several reasons why a codified reparations system is preferential to a system 

that requires the courts to decide on a case-by-case basis what compensation should be 

given to individuals negatively impacted by assimilation policies. In Australia, the 

difficulties facing Aboriginal peoples in obtaining restitution from litigation are many and 

varied, from statutory limitation periods to the trauma experienced by members of the 

Stolen Generations in the adversarial court setting, just to name a few (Claire O‟Connor 

quoted by James 2007). In terms of litigation, the main problem facing litigants is that 

many of the policies that resulted in the Stolen Generations and Residential Schools 

were, at the time, law. Since these laws were followed, the government did not 

technically break the law and as such cannot be sued since their actions fell under 

statutory authority (Buti). Antonio Buti, in his article “The Stolen Generations and 

Litigation Revisited,” points out that “it is useful to consider the extent to which such 

difficulties will continue to plague Stolen Generations claimants” (Buti 2008, 414). Buti 

also posits that “alternative means of redress warrant further deliberation” (ibid., 415). 

These findings encourage the realization that litigation is not the proper avenue for 

rectification of past wrongs in Canada or Australia; a codified reparations system is the 

best approach. 
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(a) Australia 

“On several occasions, the Prime Minister, the Deputy Prime Minister and the Minister for 

Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs have stated explicitly that 

the Federal Government would not be establishing any compensation arrangements or 

any compensation fund” (Senate Legal and Constitutional Affairs Committee).
6
 The 

government is instead focusing on rectifying the dismal state of Aboriginal health and 

socioeconomic status that Aboriginal peoples face in Australia. One such action is the 

government‟s funding of the organization Link-up. Link-up helps reconnect people 

removed from their families and also offers counseling support (Armitage 1998, 64). A 

second action by the government was the implementation of the Aboriginal Child 

Placement Principle in the majority of Australian states (Armitage 1998, 66).
7
 This 

principle, highlighted by Richard Chisholm in the Aboriginal Law Bulletin, stipulates that 

Aboriginal children removed from their homes should first be placed into the care of 

family members or within the Aboriginal community. Only if that is not possible should 

they be placed with non-Aboriginal families (Chisholm 1988). 

There have been efforts by one of the opposition parties, the Green Party, to introduce a 

Private Member‟s Bill to create a compensation scheme, the Stolen Generations 

Reparations Tribunal Bill 2008. However, there is little support for such a compensation 

system from the Australian federal government. Giacchino and Kakabadse in their article 

“Successful policy implementation: the route to building self-confident government” argue 

that high level leadership dedication to policy is essential: “[T]here must be both a 

political and an administrative commitment to the policy” (Giacchino and Kakabadse 

2008, 245). Paul Brown echoes this idea when he states that “committed leadership may 

be the most important [policy implementation] variable of all” (Brown 2008). This level of 

commitment to, and leadership on the Stolen Generations Reparations Tribunal Bill is 

currently lacking.  

There have also been calls from other quarters for a federal compensation package. 

These calls emphasize the need to have a unified manner in which these travesties will 

be dealt with. Leaving it up to the individual states could lead to markedly different 

packages being offered (as will be seen later with the Western Australia and Tasmania 

examples), and also to the possibility that some states will not sign on at all. One of the 

                                          

6 This was also supported by the government in the Senate by Senator Hon. Christopher Vaughan Evans on February 13, 2008 during 

parliamentary debates. Senate Official Hansard No. 1, 2008. See also Buti, Antonio. “The Stolen Generations and Litigation Revisited”. Melbourne 
University Law Review. (32). Pg 420. 

7 See also Calma, Tom. Speech at the “Ten Years Later: Bringing Them Home and the Forced Removal of Children Conference, September 28, 2007. Article in 

“Australian Indigenous Law Review”, 2008, vol. 12. Ed. Davis, Megan, Lino, Dylan, Wen, Michelle. Indigenous Law Center, University of New South Wales. P. 9. 
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main arguments for a unified system is that one of the mandates of the Australian 

government has always been to protect the rights and lives of its citizens. The Australian 

government did not protect the interests of Aboriginal peoples and pursued policies that 

attempted to destroy Aboriginal culture and language by removing children from their 

families. As such they hold some responsibility for the current deplorable state in which 

many Aboriginal peoples live. The federal government must recognize that it had a hand 

in allowing the Stolen Generations to occur; obliging it to provide some form of 

compensation. 

Compensation schemes have been set up by the states of Tasmania and Western 

Australia. Western Australia‟s scheme includes four separate provisions (Western 

Australia). First, an ex gratia payment for those who suffered abuse while under state 

supervision is being implemented. Second, an acknowledgement of the abuse and/or 

neglect by the state of Western Australia and an accompanying apology have been 

made.  Third, the state provides assistance to those who wish to fill out compensation 

application forms, and assists Aboriginal peoples in accessing counseling services. 

Finally, those who were affected are given an opportunity to record their personal stories. 

Tasmania‟s scheme is limited to ex gratia payments only.  

(b) Canada 

The main action undertaken by the Canadian government in response to the Residential 

Schools travesties was the finalization of the Indian Residential Schools Settlement 

Agreement on May 10, 2006 (Indian and Northern Affairs, CEP). The agreement 

quantified “$1.9 Billion [to] be set aside for the direct benefit of former Indian Residential 

School students. (Indian and Northern Affairs, Highlights)” It elaborated what each 

component of the agreement will provide and in what manner it will be distributed (i.e. for 

education concerning the history of residential schools). This clarification helps to avoid 

confusion and allows those who are implementing the policy to do so in the way that the 

policy creators intended. The Agreement formally created a Common Experience 

Payment, a Truth and Reconciliation Commission, a Commemoration Initiative, and 

funding for the Aboriginal Healing Foundation (Indian and Northern Affairs, Resolution). It 

is hoped that these programs will go a long way towards aiding those who were wronged 

by the Residential Schools.  

The Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement “provides for a Common 

Experience Payment, a lump sum payment” (ibid.). This lump sum payment varies 

depending on how long the individual was involved in the Residential Schools system 

and if there was any abuse received while within this system. The base amount is 
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$10,000 for the first year that the Aboriginal person was in a Residential School, and 

$3,000 for each additional year after that. If abuse also occurred, then more 

compensation may be offered. One of the potential pitfalls of the lump sum payment is 

that it is quite low amount for restitution. A child taken between the ages of five and 18 

would only receive $31,000, a pittance after having one‟s formative years taken away.  

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission was created to “provide those affected by the 

legacy of Indian Residential Schools with an opportunity to share their individual 

experiences in a safe and culturally appropriate forum” (Indian and Northern Affairs, 

Truth). It is hoped that this Commission will also encourage those who were affected by 

the Residential School system to voice their stories, so that Canadians today can begin 

to understand what occurred.  The Commission may also contribute to the development 

of a written history that future generations can learn from.   

The Commemoration Initiative‟s objectives are to: 

 assist in honoring and validating the healing and reconciliation of former students 

and their families in regards to the Residential School experience;  

 provide support towards efforts to improve and enhance Aboriginal relationships 

between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples;  

 provide an opportunity for former students and their families to support one 

another, recognize and take pride in their strengths, courage, resiliency, and 

achievements; 

 contribute to a sense of identity, unity and belonging;  

 promote Aboriginal languages, cultures, traditional and spiritual values; ensure 

that the legacy of [Indian Residential Schools], former students and their families' 

experiences and needs are affirmed; 

 to memorialize in a tangible and permanent way the Residential School 

experience (Indian and Northern Affairs, Commemoration). 

It is hoped that these objectives will aid in the restoration and improvement of relations 

between Aboriginal peoples and other Canadians. A challenge to the Initiative is that its 

policy goals are quite abstract and it will be difficult to measure the effectiveness of the 

initiative. How exactly does one “enhance relationships between Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal peoples” and how could this be measured for success? 
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The Aboriginal Healing Foundation was created with the mandate of delivering “healing 

programs and services that address the experiences of survivors of Indian Residential 

Schools, their families and communities, (Indian and Northern Affairs, Aboriginal)” The 

Foundation was given $350 million in funding by the federal government to carry out this 

mandate. Also of note is that there has been much executive interest in the success of 

the Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement. Prime Minister Stephen Harper 

praised the Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement in his official apology, 

calling the agreement “historic,” allowing for the movement “toward healing, reconciliation 

and resolution” (Harper 2008). This leadership support for the Agreement will aid in the 

implementation process. 

This agreement is not perfect. The state of Aboriginal peoples in Canada is still quite 

disadvantaged in comparison to the rest of the population. This is not acceptable. By 

identifying areas in which progress is being made, the hope is that the Government of 

Canada can continue to make life better for Aboriginal peoples. This is Canada‟s 

responsibility to Aboriginal peoples as a result of the atrocious policies of our forefathers. 

Current Situation of Aboriginal Peoples 

Many have likened the current state of Aboriginal health and welfare in Canada and 

Australia to that of a third world country. While the current state of Aboriginal peoples in 

Canada and Australia cannot be fully laid at the feet of past governmental policies, it is a 

reasonable assumption, not easily disputed, that these policies had an extremely 

negative impact on the lives of Aboriginal peoples today. 

In 2006, the life expectancy for Aboriginal males in Australia was 59 years (compared to 

77 for all males) and 65 years for Aboriginal women (compared to 82 years for all 

females) (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2008). Furthermore, Aboriginal peoples in 

Australia were twice as likely as non-Aboriginal people to report their health as fair to 

poor (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2005). Finally, the infant mortality rate in Australia 

for Aboriginal people is 15.7 per 1,000 births, compared to 10.3 for non-Aboriginal 

people.  

In 2001, the life expectancy for Aboriginal males in Canada was 70.4 years for Aboriginal 

men (compared to 77.1 for all males) and 75.5 years for Aboriginal women (compared to 

82.2 for all females). The infant mortality rate in Canada for Aboriginal people is 6.4 per 

1,000 births, compared to 5.2 for non-Aboriginal peoples (Treasury Board Secretariat 

2005). No comparable reports on how Aboriginal-Canadians view their health could be 

found. 
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These indicators show that of the health and well-being of Aboriginal peoples are lower 

than that of the respective countries. Australian Aboriginal peoples are much worse off in 

comparison to the country as a whole, while indicators of health and well-being for 

Canadian Aboriginal peoples are only marginally lower than the whole population. While 

it could be said that Canada is “better,” this would be a simplification of the complexity of 

the situation. The goal in both countries should be to have all groups attaining the 

average in these indicators. 

Finally, education and economic statistics were not included, since the information may 

have been misleading. An Aboriginal person following a traditional lifestyle may not have 

graduated from high school or be employed in the labour force, but may still be a fully 

contributing member to his or her group or community. 

Conclusion 

Both Canada and Australia are beginning to deal with the negative results of their 

respective governments‟ assimilation policies; they are beginning the process of 

reconciliation. The apologies from Prime Ministers Harper and Rudd have gone a long 

way to mending the wrongs that were committed. While the federal government of 

Australia has not formally adopted a reparations policy, it is dedicated to bettering the 

lives of its Aboriginal peoples in their country (Senate Legal and Constitutional Affairs 

Committee 2008a, 7). The Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement is far from 

perfect and it has only recently been implemented. Only time will tell as to how effective it 

is. Canada‟s Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement (and not the Stolen 

Generations Reparations Tribunal Bill 2008) has been suggested as the blueprint that 

Australia should follow when it creates its reparations policy. This speaks to the positive 

perception of its policy architecture (Senate Legal and Constitutional Affairs Committee 

2008b, 38). John Bond stated: “Where Canada, faced with a similar situation, has 

invested hundreds of millions of dollars, Australia has invested only tens of millions” 

(Bond 2007). Based on the comparison and contrast with reparations policy in Canada, it 

is clear Australia can do more for its Aboriginal peoples. 

In many ways Canada is ahead of Australia. Our Aboriginal population has a higher life 

expectancy and a lower infant mortality rate. Canada has a functioning reparations 

framework while Australia does not, but it must be kept in mind that the two countries are 

not perfectly comparable. They have different histories and cultures. One of the biggest 

differences is that the federal government is responsible for Aboriginal peoples in Canada 

and the individual states are responsible in Australia. This difference in jurisdiction of 
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responsibility will have an impact on the ways in which the federal governments of 

Canada and Australia choose their policy solutions.  

Canada still requires further leadership on the development and implementation of 

policies designed to support Aboriginal peoples. Any policy creation must include a large 

amount of input and cooperation from Aboriginal communities. It was policies developed 

by white men to solve the “problem” of Aboriginal peoples that heavily contributed to the 

current situation. It follows that non-Aboriginal Canadians cannot unilaterally attempt to 

solve the current problems of Aboriginal peoples in Canada. To do so might only make 

matters worse. Rather, the perspectives and ideas of Aboriginal peoples themselves 

must be listened to, respected, and integrated into policy reform. Only then can viable 

and effective solutions be attained. 

Finally, the fact must never be glossed over that even though things may be better in 

Canada for Aboriginal peoples, they are still not good enough. The health and well-being 

of Aboriginal peoples in Canada and Australia should be of the highest priority to both 

countries. One hopes that Australia will follow Canada‟s lead and begin the healing 

process that can come from offering reparations. In order to do so, Australia must ensure 

that it constructs and implements a reparations policy that will benefit Aboriginal peoples 

as much as possible. 
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