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Assalamou Alayakum  (Peace be with you)

I acknowledge that we meet on the traditional lands of the Kaurna people, and that we respect their spiritual relationship with their country.

Good morning everyone, it’s a pleasure to join you for this second annual symposium.

At the outset, I would like to commend the Nexus Multicultural Arts Centre for hosting this event, and I extend my congratulations to everyone involved with the Centre as it celebrates its 25th anniversary.

The South Australian Government is proud to continue its support of Nexus, and its diverse program of multicultural arts events.

Noris and his team have attracted another program of outstanding speakers for this symposium, and they’ve put together what promises to be an enlightening and thought-provoking range of discussion topics.

Today’s symposium is but one element of the wider 2009 Islamic Spectrum in Australia, a series of events that showcase and celebrate the great strength and vitality of contemporary Muslim culture.

Nexus believes in promoting cultural understanding and inclusion through art, and there is no doubt that art is powerfully influential and can play a unique role in encouraging cultural understanding and helping to bring about practical reconciliation.

It can also open the door to knowledge, to respect and to harmony through a range of different mediums and means.

This is especially relevant in nurturing greater understanding between Muslim and non-Muslim Australians.

For example, the Art Gallery of South Australia is home to the largest collection of Islamic art of any gallery or museum in Australia.

I’m sure many of you remember the Gallery’s stunning exhibition “Crescent Moon: Islamic Art and Civilisation in South-East Asia” that was staged from November 2005 to January 2006, and featured some amazing works originating from Indonesia, Iran and Turkey.

Later this year, as part of the Gallery’s spring lecture series, the curator of Asian Art, James Bennett, will deliver a lecture about Islamic art entitled “An Image of the Prophet”.

And earlier this month, the Adelaide Festival of Ideas - a biennial event held on alternate years to the Adelaide Festival of Arts, featured three sessions that related directly to Islamic issues.

Of course, the Islamic Spectrum program also features an exhibition of artworks by secondary school students from the Islamic College of South Australia, which I understand opens today.

Tomorrow it hosts the ‘Music of the Silk Road’ concert, and on Friday it features the full-day “Islam in Australia Youth Forum” that includes a performance by Melbourne’s Muslim hip-hop group, The Brothahood.

As you can see, culture gives us the means – individually and collectively - to open up our hearts and minds to other faiths and traditions, and expands our view of the world.

It is especially important in understanding and appreciating our Islamic communities.

That’s because Islam, and the Australian Muslim community, have often been poorly understood and seriously misrepresented.

This is particularly disappointing in South Australia, because I can think of few communities that have given so much and over such a long period.

Too few people realise that the pioneering cameleers who began arriving in our State shortly after European settlement began were integral in unlocking Australia’s interior and to sustaining our fledgling mining and pastoral industries.

Collectively known as ‘Afghans’ even though they hailed from an array of homelands on the sub-continent, the Middle East and north Africa, they helped establish the Overland Telegraph Line, which was the internet of its day, linking Australia with England, via India.

Australia’s very first mosque was built at Marree in South Australia’s far north in 1861, and the nation’s first urban mosque was established less than 30 years later in Little Gilbert Street, within the square mile of Adelaide, where it continues to operate today.

Over the past 50 years, our Muslim population has increased significantly, through migration from Eastern Europe in the 1960s, from the Middle East and Asia in the 1970s and 80s, and more recently from African nations such as Sudan, Ethiopia and Somalia.

In today’s South Australia, Muslims are prominent in all fields of endeavour - whether it is in the arts and sport, in business, in government, in education, or in the professions.

This fact was brought home to me earlier this month, in very sad circumstances, when I attended the funeral of Fred Shahn.

Fred was a person of extraordinary generosity, warmth and wisdom.

He was a gentleman in every sense of the word, who loved our State and our nation, and was a most distinguished leader of our multicultural community.

Despite the work undertaken by Fred and other leaders of our multicultural communities, tensions between Muslim and non-Muslim Australians have risen in recent years.

The South Australian Government understands that our Islamic communities face increasing pressure, and we are working hard to promote greater cultural understanding, tolerance and harmony.

We see members of our State’s 10,000-strong Muslim community as true and valued citizens.

We recognise their right to freely practise their faith, to give and to receive, to be understood and respected, and to have the unfettered opportunity to achieve their aspirations and their full potential.

Fairness, freedom and civility are their due, and intolerance and discrimination towards them are wholly unacceptable.

We have the chance to forge a new relationship between Muslims and non-Muslims that is built on trust and understanding, rather than on fear and insecurity.

This aim is wholeheartedly supported by the South Australian Government, as can be seen from a number of initiatives and programs we have introduced in recent years.

In 2005, we established a Muslim Reference Group whose work involves informing the public about the real meaning and practice of Islam.

Soon after that initial meeting with Muslim community leaders, we became the first South Australian Government to host a reception to mark Eid-al-Fitr at Parliament House.

It was a moving and unforgettable occasion, and it has since become an important annual event on our multicultural calendar.

In addition to events such as this symposium, the State Government has also provided support for Islamic societies and services, workshops, websites and publications, and items such as educational equipment and training.

Last month, our Lieutenant Governor Hieu Van Le, helped open the “Building Community Together” multi-faith forum that was attended by a number of religious leaders.

And two weeks ago, State Parliament finally passed our Equal Opportunity Amendment Bill.

Among a range of measures, this Bill makes it unlawful for employers or educational institutions to force workers or students to stop wearing religious dress, unless the garment prevents a person from doing a specific job, or it creates a danger.

In recent years we’ve seen the first two groups of Year 12 students graduate from the Islamic College of South Australia.

Muslim women were also among the first 28 who graduated late last year from a women’s leadership training program run by Multicultural SA.

And we have two outstanding Muslim women - Vahedeh Mansoury and Sumeja Skaka - as members of South Australia’s Multicultural and Ethnic Affairs Commission.

There are also a significant number of young Muslims among the almost 30,000 international students who have chosen to study in Adelaide.

These students greatly enrich our State while they are here, and they very often establish close links with South Australia that will last a lifetime.

Indeed, one of the key aims of our “University City” strategy is to develop a greater understanding of, and nurture an increased tolerance towards, other nationalities and cultures through the further development of a multi-faith, multi-race community.

A recent survey taken under the auspices of South Australia’s Strategic Plan found that virtually 90 per cent of people questioned believed that “cultural diversity was a positive influence in the community”.

That’s why I was delighted last year to launch the Centre for Muslim and Non-Muslim Understanding in the Hawke Building at UniSA’s city west campus.

The South Australian Government has committed $3 million to this most important and timely initiative that will play an invaluable role in fostering reconciliation and understanding and was driven by former Prime Minister, Bob Hawke.

The Centre will offer a number of post-graduate scholarships and fellowships for leading Australian and international scholars, and will address issues such as the Middle East and Reconciliation, the Muslim Diaspora and Youth, and Indian Ocean Rim and Regional Problems.

It is already developing a reputation as a major hub of serious research for the development of reconciliation strategies, both nationally and internationally.

And I understand that the Centre’s inaugural annual conference will be held in conjunction with UNESCO.

Ladies and gentlemen.

This symposium provides an opportunity to celebrate and communicate the role of the Muslim community in Australia.

It allows us to explore the defining characteristics of Islam; the spirit of generosity and pride, of family and faith, of fairness and decency.

These are also the foundation principles of multicultural Australia, and remain central to the character of our nation, whose story is essentially one of migration and migrants.

I’m confident that today’s symposium, and the events of the 2009 Islamic Spectrum, will bring about insight and empathy, and will, indeed, help build “cultural bridges to the Muslim world”.

I greatly appreciate the opportunity to speak with you here this morning.

I wish you all the very best for this event, and for the wider Islamic Spectrum program across Australia.

It’s now my honour to officially open the 2009 Nexus Islamic Spectrum Symposium.

Thank you

Assalamou Alayakum   (Peace be with you)
