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Introduction – the Multicultural Council of the Northern Territory
Established in 1977, the Multicultural Council of the Northern Territory Inc (MCNT), based in Darwin, is the local peak body for multiculturalism as well as a service provider for individuals and families from culturally and linguistically diverse communities with many members and clients from non-English speaking backgrounds. For more than 30 years as a socially aware NGO, the MCNT has acted as a key liaison agency at the interface between migrant and refugee communities, the government and the wider community. 

The MCNT receives operational funding from the Northern Territory Government through the Office of Multicultural Affairs and ongoing project funding from the Commonwealth Government: the Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) and the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) to facilitate self-reliance and participation for recently-arrived migrants and refugees and encourage their settlement, inclusion and integration within the Australian economy and society. 

The MCNT continues to grow and evolve as a service provider with a solid reputation locally and nationally and actively represents and advocates for the Northern Territory’s multicultural constituency on the executive of three national peak bodies: the Federation of Ethnic Communities’ Councils of Australia (FECCA), the Settlement Council of Australia (SCOA) and the Australian Immigrant and Refugee Women’s Alliance (AIRWA).

Background to this submission
The MCNT has a strong commitment to community development, social justice and empowerment with the primary aim to identify and address barriers to cultural inclusion and social and economic participation for our new settlers. The MCNT celebrates cultural diversity and engages its constituency and the wider community to identify and address generic and Territory-specific racism and social cohesion issues. Of relevance to our drafting this submission, the MCNT attended and contributed to discussions at the Darwin Consultation for the National Anti-Racism Strategy in Darwin on Thursday 19th April 2012.
Invitation for Comments for the National Anti-Racism Partnership and Strategy 
The MCNT welcomes the opportunity to provide comments on addressing racism at a NGO and broader community level. This submission focuses on our work with responses to questions in Objective 2 in the National Anti-Racism Partnership and Strategy: Identify, promote and build on good practice initiatives to prevent and reduce racism.

1. What are the priority areas in which we should be addressing racism (for example: employment, education, sport, the media, cyber-racism?) 

The MCNT congratulates the Commonwealth Government’s new Multicultural Youth Sports Partnership (MYSP) Program; an initiative that forms a key part of Australia’s multicultural policy. The objective of this Program is “to create sustainable opportunities for youth from new and emerging communities and culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds to participate in sport and physical activity within local communities”.

The MCNT has recognised for some time that sport is an ideal medium for addressing racism and facilitating cross-cultural interaction and cooperation between young people from diverse cultural backgrounds. For a number of years the MCNT has been advocating on behalf of networks of settlement service providers, sporting organisations and NGOs to the NT Government for the provision of informal and accessible sporting participation opportunities for multicultural young people in Darwin’s northern suburbs.
Basketball and soccer in particular have the well-deserved reputation as universal, safe, inclusive and relatively inexpensive sports with positive health promotion and social participation aspects. Between December 2008 and April 2010 the MCNT was part of a consortium of agencies that initiated a Late Night Basketball pilot project as a means to address antisocial behavior and engage young people from diverse social and cultural backgrounds through the provision of safe regular organised social and sporting activities. However this project, although successful and productive, became increasingly difficult to sustain because of volunteer fatigue and a lack of resources and dedicated funding. 

AFL NT has a current pilot project “Unity through Football” supported by the MCNT and funded by DIAC through its Diversity and Social Cohesion (DSCP) Program. This is the project brief: "The AFL Northern Territory project looks to address the ongoing tension and lack of meaningful interaction between groups of African youths and Indigenous youths in the northern suburbs of Darwin. To do this they aim to work closely with African leaders and indigenous elders, refugee groups, the Department of Immigration and Citizenship, school staff, youth groups, the NT police and parents to implement specific programs designed to assist members of the African community irrespective of age or gender, to familiarise themselves with and participate in AFL football".


2. What measures should governments at all levels take to address racism? 

The Northern Territory has a multicultural population with intrinsic cultural, linguistic and religious diversity – a land of many faiths and cultures. Moreover the Northern Territory is situated adjacent to South East Asia - the most culturally, religiously and ethnically diverse region in the world where almost every major religion is represented in demographically significant terms: Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam and Christianity. 
Anecdotal evidence and media reports indicate the pervasive influence of adverse stereotypes and misconceptions about people perceived as different from the ‘mainstream’ is a serious issue that impacting on relationships between established and recently-arrived communities and Indigenous groups in the Northern Territory.

Intolerance on the basis of cultural identity and/or religious practice and belief continues to find expression through discrimination, prejudice and marginalisation in the workplace, the school and the community. The relative peace and harmony in our community – even in multicultrual  Northern Territory - although highly valued is indeed fragile, and can easily be challenged by those seeking to cause discontent and disunity in the community, and compromised through incidents of xenophobia and racism.
The MCNT believes that if our young people are provided the opportunity to learn about and empathise with people from different faiths and cultures in structured activities funded by the Coomonwealth Government, it will foster greater understanding of the reasons why people think and behave in the way that they do and positively influence attitudes and perceptions in young people and benefit the wider community.
There is a growing awareness among education stakeholders and practitioners of the benefits of interfaith education to counter racism. Interfaith education challenges stereotypes, confronts discrimination and prejudice, nurtures and sustains a culture of peace, and empowers our young people to act in the long-term interests of the planet and humanity. The MCNT has been involved in interfaith-focused acitivites in schools and has  been a long-term supporter of the Sydney-based “Together For Humanity” program (formerly “Goodness and Kindness”) and the Adelaide-based “Project Abraham” program which have been funded by DIAC as Living in Harmony Partnerships Projects.

“Together For Humanity” aims to “help all Australians to understand and accept diversity” … and teaches children and adults “to replace prejudice, largely religious and cultural, with mutual respect and cooperation. “Together For Humanity” is a “multi-faith based, inclusive organisation healing prejudice and hatred at its source by fostering positive experiences of diversity”. The goal of “Together For Humanity” “is to ensure that young Australians learn to think for themselves, replacing fear and discrimination with respect and a genuine curiosity about people different to themselves”.

“Project Abraham” is” an interfaith program “which explores the religious and historical commonalities between Christianity, Islam and Judaism” with the objective to “develop an ongoing dialogue among religious leaders as well as congregants of the three Abrahamic faiths”  … “Through continuing dialogue, the three religious groups gain a better understanding of each faith’s different rituals, beliefs and observances. At the same time, they develop greater bonds of trust and respect by acknowledging their common humanity and a common goal to build a more peaceful and tolerant world”.

The MCNT worked with both these national programs from 2006 to 2008 in their tours of the Top End. Both of these programs nurture the irrepressible optimism and idealism of our future global citizens and demonstrate that people from very different faiths can work together to counter racism and create synergy and harmony. Although the MCNT is not presently specifically funded for projects which include interfaith education activities, such was the momentum, interest and outreach from these programs that we have maintained close relationships with Darwin’s various faith communities and local schools. The MCNT recommends that the Commonwealth and NT Governments consider long-term funding for well-established and effective programs such as these to counter racism.

Multiculturalism has always been a way of life in the Territory. There are well-defined reasons for this: Darwin’s unique history and social isolation from the eastern states is often cited as the impetus for community harmony as it necessitates requires component communities to build relationships and forge a harmonious multicultural society; in addition the each of the many and varied cultural and faith groups in Darwin has such a small population base, that its members are forced to interact with the wider society.

The MCNT congratulates the Commonwealth Government’s new Multicultural Arts and Festivals Grants (MAFG) Program which funds innovative multicultural arts and festivals projects that “provide opportunities for Australians of all backgrounds to come together and experience different cultural heritages and traditions, which in turn encourages social cohesion and mutual understanding”. As with the MYSP Program, the MAFG Program   forms a key part of Australia’s multicultural policy.
The MCNT was funded this year under the MAFG Program for OzFusion; an innovative and exciting new multicultural event for the community on Australia Day, organised as a partnership of the MCNT and the Australia Day Council NT. This family orientated event brought together the diversity of cultural groups within Darwin to showcase and celebrate their artistic and cultural traditions in an energetic extravaganza of performances.

The MCNT believes that events such as OzFusion contributes to and encourage the appreciation of cultural and linguistic diversity in the Northern Territory and encourages cross-cultural respect and understanding, works towards countering negative cultural stereotypes and combats racial and religious discrimination. Australia Day is a recognised celebratory day in the social/cultural calendar, and Ozfusion assists in extending the oue outreach of this significant national day to the multicultural constituency beyond the broader ‘mainstream’ community. The MCNT recommends that the Commonwealth and NT Governments consider long-term funding for multicultural events such as OzFusion.

3. What role can business, the arts, sporting organisations, community groups, service organisations and the media play in addressing racism?

The MCNT consults regularly with community leaders and representatives and maintains dialogue with national peak bodies to identify racism and human rights issues and to ascertain evolving and emerging settlement needs for our clients from culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) background, particularly recently arrived humanitarian entrants. Over a number of years the MCNT has developed close working relationships in Darwin with various emerging African communities and more recently the Bhutanese, Burmese-Karen, Burmese-Rohingya and Afghan-Hazara refugee communities. The MCNT has close working relationships with like-minded NGOs and service providers in Darwin - including Melaleuca Refugee Centre, Anglicare NT, Mission Australia, the Australian Red Cross, Catholic Care NT, Salvation Army and Relationships Australia - as well as the NT Legal Aid Commission and the NT Anti-Discrimination Commission. The MCNT regularly consult with stakeholders to address issues or racism and discrimination.

The MCNT as a peak body regularly consults with and represents its members and clients and contributes to the social inclusion and welfare of newly-arrived communities in our multicultural constituency through coordination and partnering of high profile community celebratory events that showcase cultural diversity; hosting of national consultations in Darwin upon request where issues of concern to the local multicultural community, including women, youth and seniors, are identified and addressed; and  preparation of informed submissions for national peak bodies and NGOs, the Northern Territory Council of Social Service (NTCOSS) and NT and Commonwealth Government agencies. 

The MCNT has contributed submissions to the Attorney-General’s Department on the draft National Human Rights Action Plan; in September 2011 - following consultation at a NGO workshop in Darwin - focused on relevant human rights issues for CALD communities: the Citizenship Test, Income Management and culturally appropriate aged care; and in February 2012 focused on the impacts of Australian migration law on people from CALD backgrounds with disability. The MCNT attended the community roundtable discussions in Darwin on Monday 1st June 2009 for the National Human Rights Consultation, and based on these discussions, contributed a submission to the Attorney-General’s Department in June 2009 that focused on three interrelated and interdependent basic human rights of concern and interest to our clients and stakeholders: employment, housing and citizenship.

4. How can we involve young people in addressing racism?

Multicultural Youth Northern Territory (MyNT) is affiliated with, and auspiced by, the MCNT and provides a voice and support network for young people from culturally diverse backgrounds in Darwin’s northern suburbs. MyNT as a youth-led community development organisation supports and empowers local multicultural youth communities. MyNT works with recently-arrived potentially marginalised young people in Darwin’s northern suburbs with the focus on skills development and capacity building; so that young people can strengthen their individual and community identities; find their own space within Australia; develop positive intra and inter-community relationships and participate effectively and equitably within Australian society. 

From the experiences of MyNT as a youth-led organization funded by the Commonwealth and NT Governments, young people address issues of racism and discrimination in a myriad of ways. Racism is addressed both through preventative activities that seek to unite young people of diverse backgrounds and promote harmony as well as those activities which speak to the core of the issue, proposing strategies to tackle it.

In terms of preventative approaches, MyNT has been very successful in organising many youth-specific events such as Harmony Day, cultural celebrations and sporting events, the aim of which are to foster inclusion and strengthen community. Currently MyNT is running a program in which young people in Darwin play soccer with Unaccompanied Minors from immigration detention. This program encourages young people to find commonalities, thus seeking to mitigate negative community perceptions of asylum seekers. 

Peer to peer education is a particularly effective means through which young people engage in issues, acting as positive role models for their peers and leading by example. When speaking out strongly on issues such as racism and discrimination, young people can empower others to do the same. MyNT has successfully done this through peer to peer 'Anti-Bullying and Bitching' workshops and is currently working on a youth-directed movie exploring issues of identity, belonging and discrimination. Through this movie, young people seek to challenge negative media stereotypes and raise awareness of the issues diverse young people face when settling in Darwin.
Young people also address racism directly through such activities as youth forums and public meetings such as the Eracism forum held by MyNT is 2006, which sought to tackle racism and foster positive attitudes to multiculturalism in the Darwin community. 

