My name is Michael Small and I work at the Australian Human Rights Commission.

I’d like to thank Angus’s family for allowing me some time to share a few memories on behalf of the many friends Angus had in the disability rights community and express our sadness that the exciting time we had scheming, plotting and dreaming with him for better things in this world has come to an end.
I will be drawing on the words sent to me by my colleagues Commissioner Graeme Innes and David Mason and leading advocates from around Australia including Kevin Cox in Queensland, Maurice Corcoran in SA and Jenny Stanzel here in Tasmania.

As you all know Angus was a man of many parts, journalist, author and advocate to name but a few.

This morning I want to reflect on his skill, his tenacity and his passion as a disability rights advocate.

My first contact with Angus was around the time he completed his landmark report on accessible public transport in 1994 called Target 2015 - A Vision for the Future. 

I think my first conversation with him went something like this 
“Michael, Downie here. I have something for your ears only.” …… 
An expression that was to become familiar to me in years to come and one that all of us who were taken into his confidence grew to look forward to hearing – even if it did come sometimes at midnight or 2 am!   

Some people I know referred to Angus as the “trenchcoated Tasmanian” because of his journalistic respect for protecting sources and his sense of operating in a difficult strategic environment like an M.I.6 officer in Eastern Europe in the cold war. That was a title conferred with affection but also great respect. 
Angus had been given the job of preparing the Target 2015 report by the Disability Advisory Council of Australia and spent nearly 3 years working tirelessly on the research at considerable cost to him personally. 

Not many people are aware that he was honoured in 1994 with an AM, in part for this work. 
Accessible transport would become Angus’s legacy to all Australians and there was no way he was going to let us down.  Angus knew that without accessible public transport people with disability faced structural barriers to participating in our community; to finding work or enjoying social and cultural events. Barriers to having a life of each and every person’s choosing and making. Barriers to us all having a society enriched by all of the contributions and potential of each and all of us.

Angus made this his life: to give better opportunities in life to all of us. And he continued to be a major player in the area until ill health limited his participation.

The report was a superb piece of work combining comprehensive research with effective advocacy. It not only provided us with a roadmap for future transport development, but also started the ball rolling which was to later result in the adoption of the Public Transport Standards in 2002. His work on this was again recognised on 10 December 2002 when he received an award at the Australian Human Rights Awards celebration. 
Angus was able to apply his investigative journalism skills to understanding the political process and how it really worked. He understood the factions and how deals were made and agreed to and used this knowledge to advance the right to access for people with disability. 

Another of his favorite lines was to tell us to 'hit the phones’ meaning a strategic opportunity had arisen and we needed to lobby hard to take advantage of it. 
Whenever we heard that we would shudder because we knew that we had to drop everything else we were doing and get onto it.

His direct access to politicians and advisors across Australia was legendary and he would often ring colleagues to tell us he had just bumped into this or that Minister in the most bizarre places - it was almost like he stalked them. 

His enthusiasm, dedication, obsessiveness and meticulous attention to detail was undeniable and although he had his critics he kept going.  I suspect that even those critics would now acknowledge that Angus was just the right person for the ‘job’ as he had such a strong vision for a much better future to sustain him through thick and thin.

However his contribution as a role model for people with disabilities went far beyond accessible transport. 

While not one for being part of an organisation he was a true leader and visionary with a passion for the truth to be told about the structural barriers and power imbalances between the haves and the have-nots. 

 

His sense of humour and passion for life and his capacity and willingness to party were legendary.  People still talk about the long nights at a transport conference in Perth in 1998 where he would drink and smoke and plot with Glenda Jackson the famous actress and UK politician who was guest speaker.

His greatest weakness, if it can be called this, was his pursuit of reform at his own personal and private expense.

Angus is a legend and we will all miss his ‘for your ears only” confidences and his rallying calls to “hit the phones”.

The disability movement has lost a great friend, a great leader, a great mentor. 
Let’s remember Angus as a straight shooter, a larrikin with a touch of the anarchist and a man who was, rightfully, almost as proud of his achievements as we his friends and inheritors are. 
