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On behalf of the Buddhist community in New South Wales, may I congratulate the Sikh Council Of Australia for organizing this World Sikh Conference being held for the first time in Australia, organized by such a young but timely Council. According to the 2001 Commonwealth Census, there are 17,401 Sikhs now living in Australia. It is thought that the first Sikhs came to Australia sometime after the 1830s to work as shepherds and farm labourers. The first recorded arrival of a Sikh in Australia was far back in 1895, however, Baba Ram Singh, who arrived here in the 1890's is thought to have brought the first Guru Granth Sahib, the Holy Teaching of the Sikhs, to Australia in the early 1920s. In common with Buddhists, Sikhs reject the concept of caste. Sikhism believes in total equality and does not recognize any caste, class, colour, gender, profession, race, region or religious distinction. They hold truthful living as the highest virtue. One who practices the high virtues espoused by the Sikh religion is an asset to any nation and we welcome the Sikh people in our Australian multicultural family.

Unfortunately, through ignorance, some members of the Sikh community have suffered discrimination through being mistaken for Taliban and other Islamic extremists. Sikhs as are the majority of Muslim and, indeed, Buddhist Australians are law biding and hard working and enhance the richness of our multiculturalism. Although Australia's religious diversity is covered in the curriculum of most Australian schools, there still exists an abysmal ignorance in the general population about the teachings of faiths other than their own. What is seen as different, is regarded by some with suspicion. It is in the interests of our minor religions to do whatever we can to create an awareness of our beliefs and practices, without proselytizing, so that it will engender an acceptance and mutual respect for our religious diversity.

I wish the Sikh Council Of Australia a most successful enlightening conference.

May you all be well and happy!

