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1. The Year of remembering Magna Carta   

This has been a year of ironies. From a civil libertarian perspective two themes stand out. For much 

of the year we- and our parliaments- celebrated the 800th anniversary of Magna Carta and reminded 

ourselves of our long and glorious struggles for liberty and rights.  On the other hand, this year has, if 

anything, been worse than 2014 for the assault by Government on those liberties and rights.  The 

encroachments on rights and liberties long associated with democracy and rule of law have again 

been largely driven by the ever-expanding counter-terrorism agenda and the ‘at any cost’ 

determination of the Government – supported by Labor – to ‘stop the boats’.  One of the most 

disturbing aspects of our political and legislative environment in recent years has been the 

progressive conflation of national security with asylum seekers and border control issues  - now 

manifesting itself in the militarisation of immigration and customs and the imposition of 

unprecedented secrecy on Government activity in these areas.  

These issues have dominated CCLs activities and focus - and my work as Secretary -in 2015.  

But here have been some bright spots.  By illustration I want to refer to two CCL events.   

NSWCCL has had some terrific annual dinners and speakers in recent years, but the 2015 dinner 

was probably the best and was certainly the largest in memory with 428 attendees crammed into 

the Sky Phoenix. In February we had invited Professor Gillian Triggs, President of the AHRC, to be 

CCLs  keynote speaker because of our outrage at the astonishing attack the Government had 

launched against her in response to the Commission’s deservedly scathing report on children in 

immigration detention - The Forgotten Children. Like many other organisations, we had determined 

to do whatever we could to defend both Gillian and her independent role. The result was a truly 

riveting evening: Gillian’s powerful speech went to central issues of Government overreach and 

Parliamentary failure to protect rights and freedoms  - and the audience, on their feet before she 

even began to speak, made their appreciation of her resolute  stand resoundingly clear.  

It was an important night, because the attack on Gillian was a dramatic manifestation of the Abbott 

Government’s aggression and hostility to those dissenting from their counter-terrorism and refugee 

policies. Gillian spoke flanked by the CCL banner and a splendid reproduction page of the Magna 

Carta (thanks to Nicholas Cowdery and Rule of Law Institute Australia).  The highly personal attack 

backfired to the extent that it generated huge community support for Gillian and widespread anger 

against the Government.  And look who is still standing now!!  

The 2015 annual dinner also generated twice as much profit for CCL compared with recent dinners.  

The other event was the screening of the award winning documentary CitizenFour by NSWCCL 

supported by the other CCLs and Electronic Frontiers Australia in the Australian Parliament House 

theatre in February the day before the debate on the Data Retention Bill began. (It also happened to 

be the day the first attempt to remove Abbott as PM surfaced.)   CitizenFour explores Edward 



Snowden revelations on mass data collection and surveillance by the US intelligence agencies and 

their 5Eyes allies and his motivations as a whistle-blower. We invited MPs to join us in a pre-release 

screening during their dinner break  to help them understand the issues and what was at stake with 

this legislation.  

It was a bold and extremely interesting initiative. While no front benchers came we attracted more 

politicians than usually seen at such events (ALP, Greens and cross benchers) as well as staff and  

journalists.  (We made private links to the documentary available to select MPS who did not feel able 

to attend the public showing.)  We made important new contacts within Parliament and external 

allies and attracted good publicity. But I reference this event because it is a good example of 

innovative ways to lobby and it was an event very much embedded in the concerns of younger 

members of CCL and the community. In the same week we co-sponsored with the Greens pre-

release showings in Sydney and Melbourne which were both instant sell-outs.  The parliamentary 

screening was expensive but we easily raised the full cost through on-line crowd funding – a first for 

CCL.  

This event was the brainchild of Oscar Coleman-a vice president of CCL.   VP Pauline Wright had a 

very successful follow-up showing in April on the central coast.  

2. Main areas of engagement     

The Government’s counter-terrorism legislative agenda has been an overwhelming pressure on CCL 

this year. At last year’s AGM we were dealing with the second tranche –the Foreign Fighters Bill –

which was being rushed through Parliament. This October the Government has announced some 

aspects of its fifth tranche of new c-t laws.  

The terrorist threat in Australia has been heightened by the tragic Martin Place Siege on 15th 

December 2015 which led to the death of two hostages and the perpetrator Mans Haron Monis,  

and by the recent killing of a police accountant at Parramatta by a ‘radicalised’  teenager.  While 

there is debate as to whether the Martin Place siege was a terrorist act or the action of a deranged 

individual – both events have led to state and federal governments proposing new c-t laws.  

CCL has responded to all of these –mostly by formal submissions and media commentary and when 

appropriate direct lobbying of MPs.  We have deepened our national collaboration with the South 

Australian, Victorian and Queensland CCLs by responding to most of the c-t bills on a joint basis. This 

brings added status to the submission and allows us to share the difficult workload. See attached list 

of submissions.  

Our younger committee and action group members are very active on aspects of the c-t agenda. 

They had significant input into the joint submission to the new Acting Independent National Security 

Legislation Monitor's in which we call for a repeal of the ‘chilling’ s35P provision of the ASIO Act 

which contains two offences that criminalise disclosures of information relating to an ASIO ‘special 

intelligence operation’. We await the outcome of that inquiry.  

The Data Retention Legislation was passed in April and came into operation on the 13th October 

2015.  Apart from our submission in which we unsuccessfully opposed a mass data detention 

scheme and proposed instead a scheme targeted at suspects, we wrote to Senators urging them to 

delay and amend Bill:  



The civil liberties councils around Australia are dismayed at the failure of the Government or 

PJCIS to give any serious consideration to the far less intrusive and dangerous alternative of a 

targeted data collection and surveillance scheme. Especially as available evidence suggests a 

targeted scheme is at least as effective as the proposed indiscriminate mass data retention 

regime. The only data retention regime that is compatible with robust democracy is one 

which targets suspects. 23/3/2015  

Again to no avail.   

The data retention legislation appears to have generated a surge of interest in CCL from younger 

members of the community- and our Freedom of Speech Action Group has retained a strong focus 

on the issue.  On the 13th October Julian Brezniak, Madison Cartwright, Harry Edwards and other 

members of the action group ran a short CCL campaign to alert the community to the start of the 

data retention scheme – this included a media release which was distributed widely through a 

GetUp  alert.  

Asylum Seeker and Refugees policy has continued as a major and deeply distressing issue for CCL. 

Apart from the ongoing injustice of the indefinite detention of refugees with adverse ASIO security 

assessments, the appalling circumstances of the off-shore migration detention centres and the 

deepening secrecy that blocks any public accountability of these are central issues. The recent 

legislation which effectively prohibits medical staff, counsellors or social workers employed in these 

institutions from making any public disclosures about conditions is particularly outrageous.  

CCL has publicly defended freedom of speech in a number of situations during the year. The 

President gave a well-received stirring speech at a crowded public meeting of staff and students at 

Sydney University in April to defend both freedom of speech and the right to protest on university 

campuses. The issue related to a protest by staff and students against a lecture by   Colonel Richard 

Kemp lecture on 11 March 2015.  

We also expressed extreme concern at SBS’s decision to sack journalist Scott McIntyre for a series 

of tweets critical of the ANZAC tradition. We reaffirmed our defence of free speech in its varied - and 

sometimes offensive - forms as a central value of a progressive and enlightened society. We also 

expressed concern at the intervention of the Minister for Communications on this matter.  

CCL condemned the secrecy surrounding negotiations for the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) 

Agreement and the Trade In Services Agreement (TISA), and called on governments involved in the 

negotiations to release the full draft texts of the deals. We have not had the resources to engage as 

deeply as we would have liked with these issues.   

CCL contributed to and formally endorsed two Shadow Reports for the United Nations' 

2015 Universal Periodic Review of Australia: a Joint NGO Submission together with a wide range of 

NGOs across Australia; and secondly, a submission specifically relating to Surveillance in 

Australia together with international and national surveillance groups.  

We remain engaged in various campaigns to encourage the Australian Government to take an 

active role in supporting the end of death penalty in our region.  We publicly supported calls for 

http://www.ag.gov.au/RightsAndProtections/HumanRights/UniversalPeriodicReview/Pages/default.aspx
http://hrlc.org.au/upr/
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/nswccl/pages/814/attachments/original/1427173018/CDT_-_Australia_UPR_surveillance_shadow_report_FINAL.pdf?1427173018
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/nswccl/pages/814/attachments/original/1427173018/CDT_-_Australia_UPR_surveillance_shadow_report_FINAL.pdf?1427173018


mercy for the two Australian citizens on death row in Indonesia early in the year and more recently  

joined with a number of other human rights groups to call for an overhaul to the way the Australian government  

We yet again made a submission to a NSW inquiry cautioning against hasty and unnecessary amendments to the NSW 

Bail Laws through a submission to the final state of the  Review of The Bail Act 2013  by Judge Hatzistergos in May 

2015.  

In the long saga of our campaign for independent oversight of NSW Police critical incidents we made a detailed 

submission to the review conducted by Andrew Tink in July. We await the outcomes of that review process.   

We engaged with the NSW Government’s major campaign to prevent domestic violence. While broadly welcoming 

the long overdue campaign we did offer warnings about the appropriate protection of privacy and the potential for 

injustice with a scheme that led to automatic placement of persons on a domestic violence register.  

3. The State of the Organisation  

The NSWCCL remains alive and well.  As can be seen from the overview above, we have this year 

engaged with a wide range of civil liberties and rights issues at national, state and local levels.  Our 

profile remains strong as does our reputation as a professional and highly active organisation.  Our 

reach has extended.   

We have maintained a high volume of submissions to important inquiries by the NSW and Federal 

Governments through parliamentary committees and other bodies. These often lead to invitations 

to give further evidence in public hearings. Submissions are labour intensive interventions which, all 

too often, have little immediate impact, but which we judge to be an essential arena of engagement 

if we want to be taken seriously at the Government/parliamentary level.  

Many of the civil liberties positions argued in these submissions-usually opposing aspects of 

proposed new laws -are not going to be won in the short term.  Marginal improvements are often 

achieved-but these  submissions also provide an articulated civil liberties position for the necessary 

longer term campaigns on the issues.  

Two aspects of our outreach this year deserve comment: the profile of NSWCCL in the media and 

our strengthening relationship with the Muslim communities in the context of the Abbott 

Government’s contentious and counter-productive counter-terrorism policies.  

NSWCCL is a regular commentator in the mainstream media. CCL’s President Stephen Blanks is 

exceptionally well established as a source for comment on an very wide range of civil liberties and 

rights issues- as can be seen from the CCL in the News page on our website.  One recent example: on 

Tuesday the 13th October – a day to be remembered for the start of Australia’s indiscriminate 

mandatory data detention scheme AND the announcement of yet more counter-terrorism laws from 

both the NSW and Federal Governments – CCL’s President appeared in 15 separate media reports 

and his comments featured widely in follow-on talk back sessions on radio stations.   

We also get to bask a little in the reflected profile of some of our prominent committee members 

who are sought out by the media in their own right-most  notably,  Nicholas Cowdery  on all things 

justice related.   Lydia Shelley has emerged over the last two years as a regular media voice- 

including strong opinion pieces in the SMH – on matters relating to counter-terrorism and anti-

‘radicalism’ strategies of governments. Some of our younger members-notably Hannah Ryan, Oscar 



Coleman, Adam Zwi, Madison Cartwright and Julian Brezniak - have this year lifted CCL’s profile 

through different channels (eg New Matilda, GetUp, technical data/digital publications and though 

extensive presence on social media).   

This year we have increased our collaboration with Muslim community groups. This is due in large 

part to the exceptional work of CCL Committee member Lydia Shelley. Lydia is a key activist in the 

Muslim community and has instigated CCL collaboration with progressive Muslim organisations in 

opposing extreme and counter-productive aspects of the counter-terrorism and anti-‘radicalisation’ 

policies of the Abbott Government.  The President has also established strong collaboration between 

CCL and Muslim groups including the Affinity Intercultural Foundation.  This collaboration was 

manifested in a recent (8/9/15) media conference bringing together NSWCCL and Christian, Muslim 

and other religious representatives to oppose discrimination against Muslims in Australia’s special 

refugee intake in response to the Syrian refugee crisis.  

Membership and supporters network   

As was the case last year, our membership numbers are steady with only a slight increase from 280 

to 290 from October 2014.  The churn rate is high – we gained 66 but lost 56 members. As 

membership fees remain a major source of income, this is not adequate to meet the challenges we 

face.  While we will build on our capacity to crowd fund individual projects, we need to get better at 

translating our activity and profile into a larger membership base and extend our range of 

fundraising events- which are currently limited to the annual dinner.  

On the positive side our registered supporter base continues to grow – we now have 1073 

supporters – an increase of 405 over this year.  Our growth in this area is constrained by our capacity 

to take advantage of the offers to engage in our day to day work which come from many of these 

supporters. We are routinely too busy with urgent matters to engage with more than a few of these 

offers are they come in.   

It is imperative we get this to the top of our priority list and find a solution this year.   

Committee/Executive Renewal   

The 2012 AGM discussed and approved an Executive Membership Renewal and Diversity Protocol. 

Its intention is obvious from its title. Importantly, we determined to achieve renewal organically, 

without imposing formal, rigid rules.   

It is worth looking at our profile three years down the track.  

The full committee will consist of 13 men and 9 women- which is consistent with the 2012/3 profile. 

More significant is the emerging age/experience profile. We don’t have DOB information, so I offer 

my somewhat more impressionistic profile. Our 2016 Committee profile will be: 10 ‘young’, 7 in their 

prime and 5 ‘aged wise’persons1.  Six members will be new to the Committee since last year’s AGM.  

Twelve of the committee members are new since 2012/3 – that is over 50%.   

The  seven Executive Officers will include 3  new people this year (VP, Secretary and Assistant 

Secretary) and only two individuals hold the same position they did in 2012/3 (VP and Treasurer).   

                                                           
1
 Youth= c 30 or under; Prime= c30-50s; aged wise =closer to 70ish.  



While I have correctly appropriated ‘wisdom’ for the aged, the most positive aspect of this profile is 

the quite extraordinary quality of the younger members of the Committee.  It is also a positive that 

while lawyers predominate, there is a good mix of other professions and disciplines so necessary for 

a broad civil liberties perspective on effective reform strategies.  

This is significant renewal and I would argue close to an optimal mix for an organisation like 

NSWCCL. There is strong continuity of experience and knowledge now complemented, and 

challenged, by an influx of new ideas and approaches.   Also of significance, is that this major 

reinvigoration of the committee/executive since the 2012 AGM has occurred without any negative 

disruptive effects or tensions. While different perspectives on issues, tactics and broad strategy have 

been manifest and debated, this has been experienced as a tremendously positive process.  

It is clear NSWCCL will move into 2016 with a terrific Committee and Executive. I expect the next few 

years to be even more interesting than the last few. 

I must also acknowledge that the Executive will consist of 6 women and one man. That could be 

embarrassing given our commitment to gender equality - unless of course we take a 50 years 

perspective!   

Action Groups  

Action groups are pivotal to CCLs work.  We regularly reorganise these in response to circumstances 

and committee members’ interests. This year we have had very active groups covering the broad 

Justice area (Lesley Lynch and Jackson Rogers), the Freedom of Speech, Privacy and Data retention 

areas (Hannah Ryan)  and the difficult complaints management area (Jackson Rogers). See the 

attached report on the latter.  The broad C-T area has been largely handled by the Secretary and the 

asylum seekers/refuges issues by the President and Lydia Shelley.  

As usual with a new Committee we will reassess our approach for the next year.   

Office and Resources  

We continue to run the office with a part-time administrator (20-25 hours) and until July a part time 

IT support staff (up to 10 hours). This works reasonably well because we have been fortunate to 

have really good staff in recent times: Elena Popova until January, then Caitlin Dixon returned to the 

office for 6 months and we now have Christopher Camacho – a Canadian post-graduate student at 

Sydney University. Until July we had the expert skills of Nik Cooper as our variously titled 

IT/NationBuilder expert until full time employment lured him elsewhere. We will need to find a way 

of providing this technical support very quickly-apart from any operational problems there is still 

much development work to be done on Nation Builder which wil require at least expertise in web 

building/design skills.  

I want to register our great appreciation to the retiring members of the executive and committee 

who have not re-nominated and most of whom will continue to work closely with CCL.  

I also want to note our sadness that one of NSWCCL’s founding members, Kep Enderby QC, died on 

8th  January 2015. Kep was a lifelong advocate for civil liberties and an active progressive force in 

Australian politics for decades. 



Change of Secretary   

I decided not to stand for the Secretary’s position again –reluctantly and with relief. It is a fabulous 

role but it is a very demanding role. I have only been in the position formally for two years, but I 

think Stephen would agree I have been carrying much of the role for a number of years. As I am 

decidedly one of the ‘aged wise, I have nominated for a role on the CCL executive which will allow 

me to continue to contribute but with more flexibility to do other things in my life. In that context, I 

would like to say to my colleague Liam Burgess,  that I greatly appreciate that he has decided not to  

nominate for VP this year given the pressure of his current legal work – which is no loss to the broad 

civil liberties agenda given so much  of his work relates to core human rights matters. As a wise elder 

I would like Liam to know that I consider myself to be minding this role for a little while until he re-

emerges.  

I have enjoyed working in civil liberties because of the issues we fight for. But the enjoyment is also a 

product of the harmonious working relationships within the Committee and the Executive. It is an 

organisation without unpleasant undercurrents. Of course, I don’t mean it is an organisation without 

debate and disputes. Of these there are many- but they are largely productive. In that context I want 

to say some words about Stephen with whom I have worked in a close and intellectually stimulating 

relationship for years now. I would not have previously admitted it- but I have learned much 

interesting legal knowledge from Stephen.   

 It has been just terrific Stephen. And I think it has been good for CCL and civil liberties.    Now- if 

accepted by the AGM, I look forward to working within CCL from a different role.  

Dr Lesley Lynch  

Secretary  

28/10/ 2015 

 

 


