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Religious Discrimination draft bill is cruel and breaks good 
faith agreement with Australian women 

Sydney 10th February 2020 – Women’s Electoral Lobby Australia (WEL) is disappointed that the 
second exposure draft of the Federal Government’s Religious Discrimination Bill includes no 
substantial amendments in response to Australia’s subject experts, including submissions made 
by WEL and many expert legal, medical and community groups.   

WEL spokesperson, Dr Mary O’Sullivan, stated, “WEL has a number of key concerns about the 
Attorney General’s second attempt at addressing religious discrimination. Central to these is that 
the draft Bill fundamentally undermines advances made by Australian women since the passage 
of the Sex Discrimination Act in 1984, together with the other Anti-Discrimination Acts at 
Commonwealth and state level.” 

WEL’s submission on the second draft of the Bill highlights the grave risks for Australian women 
inherent in the Bill and calls for a significant review in consultation with subject experts.  

“With the promise of preventing religious discrimination, this cruel piece of legislation will actually 
green light the opposite by:   

• licensing and granting protection for public speech and written materials in workplaces 
and public life that can be denigrating, derogatory, humiliating and intimidating to women;   
 

• permitting the introduction of faith tests and discriminatory conditions for employment in 
women dominated industries of education, health, aged care and religious charities. This 
will also further impact women in health services, as many have faith-based ownership or 
management. (79% of the healthcare and social services industry workforce are women 
and the education and training industry has 63.4% women); and 
 

• substantially interfering and further confusing state law on abortion, to the extent to which 
Australian women have a right to access reproductive health services, without any 
impediment,” said Dr O’Sullivan. 

“Alarmingly, the Bill would allow people of one religious background to make derogatory 
statements about other faith communities in the name of their religious belief,” 
 
“This also has serious implications for the very communities most in need of protection on the 
grounds of religion. Jewish and Muslim communities have suffered a rise in attacks in Australia,” 
said Dr O’Sullivan.  
 
The WEL submission expresses strong concerns for Muslim women adopting religious and 
cultural dress, who already suffer disproportionate verbal and other attacks, and bear the brunt of 
racial and religious discrimination on top of sex discrimination. 
 
“By imposing a new, unorthodox and intricate layer of complaints, defences and exemptions on 
existing Commonwealth, state and territory legislation, the Bill will further discourage women 
victims of discrimination from coming forward to seek justice,”’ said Dr O’Sullivan.  
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WEL urges the Australian Government to consider the Bill in the light of the good faith agreement 
with 12.9 million Australian women it is trying to advance across Government. We respectfully 
request that the Government rework the draft Bill to remove all of the significant impacts on 
women.  
 
WEL will continue to work closely with Australia’s civil society leaders to collaborate and maintain 
its advocacy for all Australian women. WEL will seek a meeting with the Minister for Women, 
Marise Payne and the Attorney General Christian Porter address these concerns. 

-ends- 
 

Media Inquiries: contact Jenny Muir to arrange media comment or interviews with Dr Mary 
O’Sullivan on 0415 401 200.  


