0 it is “game on” — a federal
election will be held in just 32
sleeps.

Around the country campaign
offices are established, strategies
are devised and candidates devote
their lives to a month of “staying

_on message”. :

Despite the temptation to “switch
off” elections are a time to relish
and engage. Some of our newest
Australians don’t take the ballot
box for granted.

At the last state election,
Toowoomba Refugee and Migrant
Support Centre (TRAMS) held a
meet-the-candidate session. The
place was packed to the rafters.
New Australian citizens were keen
to meet and learn more from each
candidate. For many this was the
first free and fair election that they
had taken part in.

Over a number of elections, I
have struggled to devise a strategy
to get candidates to “get off
message”. ‘

This was not to embarrass them,
but was an effort to place things on
the agenda that are often
marginalised in the argy bargy of
an election campaign.

So I dutifully sent off a
questionnaire inviting candidates
to respond to questions on
homelessness, the environment,
refugees, indigenous Australians

- and our commitment to foreign aid.

My aim was then to make the
responses public without doctoring
any answers — so that local
community members knew how to
vote on these issues. ;

 What usually happened was the
independents and smaller parties
promptly replied.

There were some way out
answers, some even handwritten —
but they were honest and
respectful responses to authentic
questions.

Meanwhile I waited for the major

parties. And I waited. And I waited.

And I waited! Then with election
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This is what you are "anxious" about.

'
& Refugess by bBoat

v rner refugees

: Other permanent migrants
¢ Bustraliate population

ety 150t SRLTERSTIE BETI POUT peopis
Eousnae. Paraenentary Livey, Immgrala Dt

Get over it.

- on our leaders to lead on things

~ aformer refugee living in Western

-

day looming two huge packages
from the ALP and the Coalition
would appear in the mail box.

They were large documents sent
via central office carefully crafted
and polished using small forests in

_tried from time to time.”

the printing process.

It was almost too late to
disseminate the responses and [
would struggle to find people with
time to read them.

At the other extreme in recent
times we have had leaders
launching policies and views on the
social networking site “Twitter” in
apparently less than 140 letter
characters!

In recent times advocates have
moved to using new media such as
the internet and email to get their
issue on candidate’s agendas. ‘

The above graphic from ;
web-based crikey.com.au gives a

" perspective on the issue of asylum

seekers without even using words.
The web-based activist site Get
Up! has had great success in calling

that matter. Last month they
successfully won a bid to have
Opposition Leader Tony Abbott
give six surfing lessons to Riz Akil

Sydney.

Mr Akil arrived by boat and
spent time in Australian detention
centres. The surfing lessons are an
opportunity for the opposition
leader to gain a human perspective
on the issue of asylum seekers.

In a similar vein yesterday Get
Up! was urging people to contact
Federal Labor Cabinet Members to
commit to putting a price on
carbon. The work of groups like
Get Up! show that our democracy is
in great shape. Well done to all
candidates who offer themselves
up for this most important job.
Thank you for the time you spend
on street corners, at markets and
speaking to various forums.

So let’s pick up the phone,
organise the forums, send the
emails and question the candidates
because as Winston Churchill once
said, “...democracy is the worst
form of government except all
those other forms that have been




