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1. Introduction 
 
The NED Foundation (NED) is a non-profit organisation, established with legacy funding to 
foster social and personal development. We support community-building activities, facilitate 
social connection, develop restorative practice and encourage the transition to sustainability. 
We work with communities across Australia through our networks, our projects, and our 
everyday relationships. See – http://ned.org.au/ 
 
We see the planet, and the human species, are now facing multiple crises, in which our 
survival is threatened as never before. Implied in the social dimensions of these crises is the 
need for more awareness, tolerance and acceptance of different religions, ethnicities and 
political views, and avoiding the siloing of beliefs that is toxic to social cohesion. We are 
alarmed by the increasing strains on Australia's social fabric and we reject the politics of 
division. The NED Foundation is committed to the difficult but rewarding work of building a 
society where everyone has a place and a voice. 
 
‘NED’ stands for Nurturing Evolutionary Development and our values can be summarised as 
follows: 

 
Nurturing Evolutionary Development 
Awareness Curiosity Humility 
Cultural safety Deep learning Connection 
Trust Participation Courage 
Compassion Unfolding, like nature Accountability 

 
Our mission is outlined at - http://ned.org.au/mission-and-action 
 
2. What we do 
 
1) NED Foundation supports people and organisations whose values and goals align with 
ours. With small grants we fund community development projects, restorative practice 
programs, and place-based or issues-based projects which contribute to positive outcomes 
for communities. More information is at - http://ned.org.au/projects 
 
2) Through the Social Developers' Network (SDN) we foster an association of people with a 
commitment to personal and social development. This is achieved through regular retreats 
which create safe spaces for authentic conversations to build relationships and counter the 
forces of polarisation. SDN has its own website – https://sdn.ned.org.au/ - and a podcast 
series explores this work in more depth - https://sdn.ned.org.au/podcast/2024 
 
3) Our Transitions Program supports community-led responses to major changes, particularly 
the energy transition in the face of a changing climate. It shares stories of how communities 
on the frontline are managing change. Transitions can create anxiety that if not managed 
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inclusively, can be exploited to divide society. An example is the way opponents of renewable 
energy can muster NIMBY groups (‘not in my backyard’), to oppose wind farms, transmission 
lines, batteries, etc., essential for the transition to net zero power generation. The challenge 
to communities facing major changes while maintaining social cohesion is worth noting in the 
Commission’s report. 
 
4) NED has a commitment to supporting restorative practice (RP). This is an established field 
and is used when a harm has been done and a rupture occurs between individuals and/or 
groups. RP offers a framework for addressing harm, building empathy and strengthening 
relationships. It provides an alternative to punitive measures, focusing instead on 
accountability, understanding, and repair. 
 
The principles of restorative practice are relevant to social cohesion. They are - relationships 
and respect (fostering a culture of positive, respectful relationships across society); 
responsibility and repair (taking personal responsibility for one's actions and taking an active 
role in repairing harm); and regeneration (renewal, restoration and healing). Each has a 
positive influence on social cohesion. 
 
The NED Foundation has developed the Australian Restorative Mapping site which allows 
individuals and organisations to share stories of restorative engagement - 
https://restorative.org.au/ 
 
 
3. Forces in Australian society that are eroding social cohesion 
 
We are observing powerful forces that are eroding social cohesion and creating an 
environment where hatred and division are taking hold - 
 

 Inequality 
 
In common with many other countries, Australia is facing a crisis of inequality. Inequality is 
becoming worse among individuals and groups – mainstream and marginalised groups, 
younger and older generations, access to housing and educational opportunity, those who 
can influence decision-makers and those who cannot, even by postcodes. It is said that the 
main reason for the rise of populist parties like One Nation here, Reform in the UK, and the 
MAGA movement in the USA, is the support they find among people who feel they are being 
ignored and left behind. To take two examples - the great Australian dream of owning your 
own home is becoming a nightmare for many people and the belief that one’s children and 
grandchildren will be better off is eroding in the face of economic reality and a perceived lack 
of political action. 
 
We like the summary of this situation provided in a recent article in the online journal, The 
Conversation - Visualising Elon Musk's record-breaking pay deal 
 

A growing class of billionaires are reshaping the world in their own image. Australia 
is not immune... In 2025, 161 Australians  had amassed fortunes exceeding A$1 
billion, double the number from ten years earlier. Today, the world’s richest 1% 
own more wealth than the bottom 95% combined. In Australia, poverty rates 
soared to 14.2% this year as the wealth of the 50 richest Australians increased by 
A$243 billion. It is not fair and it is not democratic. 
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The solutions – progressive taxation, corporate accountability, and reinvestment 
in public goods – are not mysteries, they are political choices. Nations (must) 
choose courage over complacency, and justice over inertia. Because until they do, 
inequality - in both wealth and power - will not just persist, it will define the future. 
(Our emphasis). 

 
The French economist Thomas Piketty argues that inequality is not just economic - it is driven 
by politics and ideology. He emphasizes that policy choices (e.g. taxation, education, wages, 
health care, etc), are crucial in shaping the distribution of wealth and that wealth inequalities 
will grow without policy interventions, such as a progressive global wealth tax. 
(Acknowledging Google AI Overview for much of the wording of this paragraph). 
 
Two further quotes have our attention on this issue: 
 

Australia is approaching a ‘danger point’ where the gap between rich and poor 
becomes so vast it could have far-reaching consequences at every level in 
Australian society. (Bernie Fraser, former Governor of the Reserve Bank, 2017). 
 
No society can sustain this kind of rising inequality. In fact, there is no example in 
human history where wealth accumulated like this and the pitchforks didn’t 
eventually come out. (Nick Hanaeur, billionaire and entrepreneur). 

 
When addressing terms of reference d.- ‘make other recommendations... that would 
contribute to strengthening social cohesion in Australia and countering the spread of 
ideologically and religiously motivated extremism in Australia’, we urge the Commission to 
include a section on inequality and how its growing pervasiveness is harming Australia’s 
social cohesion. Further we ask the Commission to urge governments at all three levels in our 
federation to address the root causes of inequality as a matter of priority when considering 
how to strengthen social cohesion in Australia. 
 

 The Amplifying Effect of Social Media:  
 
Social media platforms, driven by algorithms designed to keep people on their phone screens 
rather than connecting face-to-face, are having a corrosive effect on social cohesion. They 
strip issues of context, amplify outrage and reward repeat attention. They allow harmful 
stereotypes to spread with terrifying speed. They create echo chambers where extreme views 
are normalised and where the skills of listening, turn-taking, and finding common ground, 
essential to any civil conversation, are never developed. 
 
Drawing on 17 sources, Google AI lists 14 ways in which social media platforms often amplify 
divisive, false, or sensational content because it generates high engagement (clicks, shares, 
comments), which in turn feeds their profit-driven algorithms. (Overview ends). 
 
From recent Australian experience we can recall how social media was used by opponents in 
the 2023 referendum on an Indigenous Voice to Parliament to spread lies that a Yes vote 
would mean people’s houses and backyards would be taken from them. Many people 
believed these lies and voted No. The big majority No vote has given many people confidence 
to express their racism and apathy towards Indigenous people ever since, and strenuous 
efforts must be made in any way possible to arrest this return to racism and hostility towards 
Australia’s First Nations people that has always been here but is in danger of becoming 
worse. 
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We think that trusted government institutions like the ABC (in 2025, 79% of people valued the 
ABC), with help from government departments and universities, should contribute to fact-
checking and helping people recognise when social media is being used to divide us and 
make us angry. Here is a useful short video from ABC and RMIT - 
https://games.abc.net.au/education/interactive-lessons/misinformation-disinformation/ 
 
When addressing terms of reference d.- make other recommendations - we urge the 
Commission to include a section on Social Media and how it is having a corrosive effect on 
social cohesion in Australia. 
 
We also ask the Commission to consider a recommendation that Australia’s E-Safety 
Commissioner investigate making it a requirement that all social media be linked to ID 
registration, to overcome the anonymity that encourages hate speech on these platforms. 
 

 Neo-liberalism, the loss of public space and social connection: 
 
One of the defining features of neoliberalism, the dominant political ideology of western 
nations since the 1980s that emphasises small government and pro-market policies, is the 
mantra ‘private good, public bad’. Neoliberalism robs the public sector and the public 
sphere, delivering goods and services to the private sector that regards citizens as merely 
consumers. In placing its faith in free markets, neoliberalism has proved divisive with another 
of its mantras – ‘competition good, cooperation bad’. 
 
The mother of neoliberalism, Margaret Thatcher, made an infamous quote about there being 
no such thing as society. She argued that society is merely a collection of individuals and 
families, and paid no attention to the importance of community. The actual quote, in 1987, on 
being asked about society: 
 

There is no such thing! There are individual men and women and there are families 
and no government can do anything except through people and people look to 
themselves first. 

 
Thus began the era of preferencing individuals over communities, with the loss of social 
cohesion, increased inequality, and polarisation we are now facing. Another consequence of 
this has been a shrinking of public spaces. Libraries, community centres, local markets, 
accessible parks - the very places where unplanned, civil encounters can happen - are 
underfunded, commercialised, and disappearing. People from different walks of life need 
opportunities to be together, talk together, and build a sense of community. 
 
The simple act of people talking with one another - across differences of background, age, 
and belief - is in decline. Informal conversations that once happened at the local shop, on the 
sporting field, across the fence, at community events, or standing in line, are being replaced 
by screen time and confrontation. These small interactions are the threads of social 
cohesion. They are where we learn to navigate difference, discover shared humour, and 
recognise that the person on the other side of an argument is still a human being worthy of 
respect. Their loss leaves us less practised in the art of civil disagreement and more 
vulnerable to seeing others as enemies. 
 
A valuable resource on this topic comes from Julian Hill MP, the Assistant Minister for 
Citizenship, Customs and Multicultural Affairs, in a recent speech to the McKell Institute - 
We've got to rediscover that spirit of disagreeing agreeably. 
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ABC Radio National Breakfast interviewed the minister in February, and at just 9 minutes, it’s 
well worth a listen - here. Or - 
'We've got to rediscover that spirit of disagreeing agreeably': Julian Hill - ABC listen 
 
He says we can’t take social cohesion for granted and right now it’s under strain. It means 
how we live together as Australians, how we get on together. Everyone should feel they belong 
in Australia if they respect our institutions, sign up to our values, and respect their fellow 
Australians. Threats to our social cohesion include social media, toxic political movements, 
inequality, and identity politics. We must value the things we have in common and learn to 
have discussions about differences in a civil way, based on rational arguments. 
 
We also note and applaud the Prime Minister’s concern for social cohesion in an address he 
gave on 8 June 2026 amid a surge in divisive public discourse. He urged Australians to ‘turn 
the temperature down’ and called for calm and respect in public life. In response to polls 
indicating voter anxiety and the rise of populist sentiments, he stated that he wants ‘social 
cohesion at the core of Australian identity’. He noted that having citizens from all over the 
world proud to call Australia home is a core national asset. 
 
Full transcripts and coverage of the Prime Minister's statements are available directly via the 
ABC News analysis and the Anthony Albanese Media Centre. 
 
 
4. Recommendations 
 
We ask the Commission to encourage governments to take meaningful steps to strengthen 
communities in practical ways as a means to re-build social cohesion. We also ask the 
Commission to consider our specific recommendations as follows: 
 
(i) Address inequality as a social cohesion priority 
 
The Commission should explicitly recognise growing wealth inequality as a driver of social 
division and recommend that all three levels of government implement measures such as 
progressive taxation, corporate accountability, and investment in public goods. Governments 
must adopt policy interventions, including in housing, education, wages, taxation, healthcare 
and welfare reform, to reverse the concentration of wealth and prevent the further erosion of 
social trust. 
 
One way to reduce division is to reduce poverty. We reduce poverty with universal healthcare, 
public housing, wage fairness and affordable college education. Violence is reduced by 
creating healthy communities that aren’t fighting over resources, or engaged in culture wars, 
racism or toxic politics. We recommend the commission considers calling on the government 
to establish a federal strategy to combat inequality. 
 
(ii) Treat social cohesion as a policy priority 
 
Social cohesion must not be addressed only in crisis. The Commission should recommend 
ongoing, multi-year investment in relationship-building, restorative practice, and community-
led development. Funding for local government and community programs should include 
measurable outcomes related to social cohesion, including the building of trust and 
facilitation of inter-group connection. 
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(iii) Reverse the decline of public spaces 
 
All levels of government should increase investment in libraries, community centres, parks, 
local markets, etc., as intentional infrastructure for cross-community encounters and civil 
engagement. 
 
(iv) Mandate accountability for algorithmic harm 
 
Social media companies should be required to redesign algorithms to prioritise context, 
accuracy and civil discourse, not outrage-driven engagement. Investigate verifiable ID 
registration for all users of social media accounts to ensure accountability and if needed, 
trace the ownership of online posts. 
 
(v) Fund a national digital literacy program 
 
The ABC, universities, and relevant government departments should receive funding to 
expand Fact-Checking and deliver public education on identifying misinformation, 
disinformation, and divisive content online. 
 
(vi) Support restorative practice nationally 
 
Expand funding and access to restorative practice opportunities as a proven method for 
addressing harm, building empathy, and strengthening relationships across divided 
communities. True life examples of restorative practice in action inspire people to live more 
peacefully together. 
 
 
5. Conclusions 
 
The forces we have chosen to highlight are weakening social cohesion in Australia and 
contributing to the spread of ideologically and religiously motivated extremism. As such, they 
merit the Commission’s attention. 
 
Re-building social cohesion requires more than new laws or enhanced security. It needs a 
commitment to the idea that there is more that unites us than divides us. This is not a naive 
slogan, it is a statement of fact arising out of living in a democratic nation with strong 
institutions like the AEC, Medicare, public hospitals and the PBS, the courts and police 
forces, universities, the ABC and SBS, and more. 
 
As Australians, we are also united by the abundant natural resources that underpin our 
economy, an economy that provides, albeit in varying measures, for everyone - cities that 
work for people, transport systems and roads people can rely on most of the time, an 
excellent public health system, defence forces and the emergency services, and a welfare 
safety net to help those in need. Governments at all levels must continue to fund a wide range 
of public services if social cohesion is to be maintained. 
 
Social cohesion must be treated as a priority by governments before it's too late. It cannot be 
an afterthought, addressed only in moments of crisis. It requires sustained, intentional 
investment. The NED Foundation is pleased to be part of this work and to be able to make this 
submission. We submit these thoughts and recommendations hoping they will contribute to 
a wiser, more compassionate society through the work of the Commission. 


