This joint submission is prepared on behalf of the Australian Christian Lobby, FamilyVoice Australia,
and the Wilberforce Foundation. All three organisations have strong records of submissions, political
lobbying and public engagement around human rights and freedoms issues at a Federal and State
level in Australia.
This report focuses on several human rights issues:
a) Australia’s Constitutional, Legislative, and Institutional Framework of human rights.
b) The Australian Human Rights Commission.
c) Equality and Non-Discrimination
d) Freedom of Association, Freedom of Conscience, and Freedom of Speech
e) Rule of Law
f)

Gender Equality and Violence Against Women

g) Surrogacy
h) Protection of Family and Marriage
i)

Adoption

j)

Refugees and Asylum Seekers

Constitutional, Legislative and Institutional Framework
1. Australia is one of the world’s oldest and most stable democracies. Historically, it has had a
strong record of protecting and advancing fundamental human rights. This is in large part a
result of its constitutionally guaranteed:
i.

Free and independent judiciary;1

ii.

Separation of powers, which the High Court has repeatedly affirmed;2

iii.

Trial by jury;3

iv.

Freedom of political communication through all levels of government, which has
been rigorously defended;4 and

v.

Freedom from prescribed religion.5

2. As a common law jurisdiction, Australia also enjoys those freedoms arising in a common law
framework. These are guaranteed insofar as the principle of legality requires that a common
law freedom may only be abrogated by an express act of parliament.6
3. Although international covenants and human rights instruments which Australia has ratified
are not necessarily enacted in domestic law, domestic courts take note of them in the
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development of the common law.7 The legislature also formally considers these covenants
since the January 2012 introduction of the Human Rights (Parliamentary Scrutiny) Act 2011,
which requires the scrutiny of all federal legislation for its compatibility with seven core
human rights treaties.
4. As a vigorous and open parliamentary democracy, relevant human rights issues are freely
and openly agitated in parliamentary debate.
5. Australia has a vigorous and open free press which guarantees that human rights issues are
brought forward in the national discourse.
6. Australia has an independent Human Rights Commission.
7. Australia is a jurisdiction with a well-developed system of parliamentary democracy,
fundamental freedoms and human rights mechanisms. As such, Australia is well served by
upholding the primacy of its institutions whilst looking to international treaties for guidance
where needs arise.
8. Australia therefore has sound system of constitutional, legislative, legal and institutional
protection for human rights. Australia should not necessarily incorporate international
human rights treaties to which it is a party into domestic law. Existing mechanisms for
considering such treaties are sufficient in light of Australia’s own domestic institutions and
context.
Australian Human Rights Commission
9. Australia has a Human Rights Commission, established as an independent statutory body.8
10. The Human Rights Commission has recently subjected itself to substantial criticism by reason
of its own actions and clear appearances of political partiality.9 Such criticism is entirely
proper within a parliamentary democracy.
11. In addition, the Australian government is currently undertaking substantial budgetary
consolidation and savings measures due to economic pressures. No instrumentality can
expect to be entirely immune from budget cuts, including the Human Rights Commission.
12. Australia should ensure that the Human Rights Commission remains accountable to its
obligation as a non-partisan, independent statutory body through free and robust
democratic scrutiny.
Equality and Non-Discrimination
13. Australia has anti-discrimination statutes in each state and territory, as well as federal racial
discrimination, disability discrimination, sex discrimination and age discrimination acts.
Human rights jurisprudence is therefore weighted strongly in favour of the right to be free
from discrimination.
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14. However, freedom from discrimination is only one of many protected rights and freedoms
under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), to which Australia is a
signatory.
15. As a result of this emerging imbalance, Australian jurisprudence is moving towards an
unjustly expansive view of the right to be free from discrimination, to the detriment of
traditional freedoms. There is limited understanding within Australian law that not every
differentiation of treatment amounts to unlawful discrimination.
16. The recent case of Christian Youth Camps v Cobaw,10 where the court understood the right
to be free from discrimination as more expansive than the right to freedom of religion and
conscience11, is a retrograde step in this regard. It does not comprehend the reality that a
differentiation of treatment in the good faith pursuit of a legitimate purpose, like the
exercise of one’s conscience or religious freedom, ought not to be classified as unlawful
discrimination.12
17. The Christian Youth Camps view of the right to be free from discrimination is unjustly
expansive, and at odds with international human rights instruments.
18. Australia should reframe the definition of discrimination under its various State and
Federal anti-discrimination acts, such that it does not unjustly infringe on fundamental
rights and freedoms. The definition ought to expressly allow that not every differentiation
of treatment is unlawful discrimination, particularly where the differentiation of
treatment occurs in the good faith pursuit of fundamental rights and freedoms.
19. This would be a substantially more robust position than the current system of narrow
exemption clauses.
20. The appointment of a Freedom Commissioner within the Human Rights Commission is one
positive step in this regard.
21. The Federal government recently directed the Australian Law Reform Commission to
conduct a Freedoms Inquiry, another positive step in this regard.
Democratic Rights and Freedoms
Freedom of association
22. The Tasmanian Reproductive Health (Access to Terminations) Act 2013 penalises any kind of
protest within 150 metres of an abortion clinic, with large fines and jail for those who breach
the law.13 This violates freedom of association and potentially Australia’s constitutionally
guaranteed freedom of political speech.
23. Australia should move to ensure that peaceful protests near abortion clinics are
unrestricted.
Freedom of conscience
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24. Under the same law, any doctor with a conscientious objection to taking part in an abortion
must direct a patient seeking an abortion to an abortion service provider, imposing sanctions
on doctors who refuse to do so.14
25. The Victorian Abortion Law Reform Act 2008 similarly requires doctors to refer women to
doctors who will perform abortions.15
26. These laws directly violate the freedom of conscience of many doctors.
27. Australia should move to ensure that the integrity of the conscience of medical
professionals is upheld and respected in law in all circumstances.
Free Speech
28. The federal Racial Discrimination Act contains a section prohibiting speech which may
“offend” or “insult” another person on the basis of race.16 This has resulted in the stifling of
public discourse17 and directly inhibits freedom of political speech and freedom of speech
generally on arbitrary and subjective grounds.
29. Australia should repeal section 18C of the Racial Discrimination Act on the ground that it
substantially restricts free speech and open debate.
Rule of Law: Counter-Terrorism
30. In 2014, Australia experienced the first act of terror on its own soil.18 The federal
government is actively monitoring extremist groups within the context of an elevated terror
alert level.
31. Australia therefore must be cognisant of the fact that certain groups are intent on
derogating from or extinguishing the rights and freedoms of others, and the rights and
freedoms of our society.
32. The protection of its citizenry is the fundamental role of any government.
33. Australia should therefore enact and enforce carefully considered counter-terrorism
legislation and operations in circumscribed fact situations.
Gender Equality and Violence Against Women
34. A major threat in Australia to the rights of women and to gender equality is the growing sex
industry. The idea that women can be bought and sold to satisfy the desires of men is
incompatible with a well-developed societal understanding of gender equality.
35. Prostituted women in Australia tend to enter the industry because of financial hardship.
They suffer disproportionately high rates of violence, abuse, rape,19 and post-traumatic
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stress disorder,20 as well as having higher rates of drug use.21 They have often come from a
history of child abuse22 and often being prostitution work while still minors.
36. There is growing evidence that the sex industry is closely linked to human trafficking.23 There
are now reported cases of people being convicted of slavery as a result of the sex trade.24
37. Australia is a destination for human trafficking, including sex trafficking.25
38. There is increasing evidence that the Nordic Approach to prostitution law, pioneered in
Sweden in 1999 and now enacted in Norway, Iceland, Northern Ireland and Canada, is the
most effective system to combat human trafficking and the purchase of women’s bodies
through the sex industry.26 The Nordic Approach criminalises the purchase of sex, while
maintaining laws against procurement and exploitation of women for the purpose of
prostitution. It is normally accompanied by support programmes to help prostituted women
exit the industry.
39. In contrast, it is legal to purchase a woman’s body for sex in all states and territories in
Australia, although there are different legal regimes across the eight jurisdictions.
40. Australia should make progressive steps towards gender equality and the extinguishment
of violence against women by enacting the Nordic Approach to prostitution law in all
states and territories.
Surrogacy
41. Despite being illegal, the use of commercial surrogacy is increasing in Australia.
42. Surrogacy entails the renting of a human body, specifically of a woman’s womb, and often
involves the exploitation of women who are vulnerable by reason of poverty.
43. Surrogacy also results in the forced loss of part or all of a child’s biological heritage, denying
the child’s right to know and be cared for by his or her biological parents wherever possible.
This violates a fundamental right contained in the Convention on the Rights of the Child
(CRC).27
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44. There have been several high profile cases in Australia of serious and tragic abuses of
children born by surrogacy,28 and of surrogate babies being abandoned prior to being
adopted by commissioning parents.29
45. Australia should criminalise both domestic and international surrogacy arrangements
entered into by its citizens and make substantial steps towards enforcing the ban.
Protection of Family and Marriage
46. Australia does not have laws permitting same-sex marriage.
47. Article 23 of the ICCPR states that “the family is the natural and fundamental group unit of
society and is entitled to protection by society and the State”.
48. In any public policy affecting children the best interests of children should be the paramount
consideration. This principle is articulated in article 3 of the CRC, as well as in domestic
legislation.30
49. There is now substantial evidence that children fare better when raised by a mother and a
father, and the outcomes for children raised by same-sex parents are significantly worse
than for those raised by opposite-sex parents.31
50. A growing number of testimonies of children raised by same-sex couples, who are now
adults, attest to the pain and harm that growing up without either their mother or their
father caused.32
51. Therefore, Australia should not introduce same-sex marriage laws in order to preserve the
natural family and uphold to the fullest extent possible the rights of children.
52. Additionally, in jurisdictions where same-sex marriage has been legislated, a restriction on
fundamental freedoms has followed. Most apparently, article 18 of the ICCPR is violated
when religious organisations, businesses, and individuals are prevented from operating or
speaking in accordance with their beliefs about marriage.
53. Same-sex marriage laws have clashed with the religious freedom of business owners and
service providers around the world, including ministers,33 civil celebrants,34 venue owners,35
bakers,36 photographers,37 and florists.38
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54. Therefore, Australia should not introduce same-sex marriage laws in order to protect the
basic fundamental rights of freedom of conscience and religion.
Adoption
55. Adoption by same-sex couples is legal in three Australian states and the Australian Capital
Territory. Two states are currently considering amending their adoption laws to allow samesex couples to adopt.
56. As discussed above, the best interests of children should be of primary concern in public
policy. The best interests of children are protected by ensuring they have the right, wherever
possible, to be raised by a mother and father.39
57. Therefore, Australia should roll back laws in states and territories permitting same-sex
adoption, in order to fulfil its obligations to uphold the best interests of children. Australia
should ensure that the adoptive environment into which children are placed mirrors as
closely as possible the natural family.
Refugees and Asylum Seekers
58. Australia ought to be congratulated on its robust border protection policies, which have
contributed to bringing to a close the gross human rights abuses and deaths at sea occurring
under more open policies.
59. Under the current government, the number of irregular maritime arrivals has been
dramatically reduced, with just one since the beginning of 2014.40
60. The corresponding number of deaths at sea has also been dramatically reduced, from
hundreds per year to just one since the start of 2014.41
61. By the end of January 2015, the number of children in detention had been reduced from
nearly 2000 in July 2013 to 211.42 The overall immigration detention population has dropped
by more than half over a similar period.43
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62. Australia should maintain its current strong border protection policies in order to prevent
victimisation through people smuggling, deaths at sea, and the perpetuation of mandatory
detention, especially of children.
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