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Press Release – 8 October 2009

It’s Time to Act on Human Rights
Federal Government Releases Landmark Report on Human Rights
A landmark report released by the Federal Government today recommends that Australia enact a comprehensive national Human Rights Act.  The report also recommends a range of other measures to protect human rights in Australia, including strengthening the Australian Human Rights Commission, enhancing human rights education, improving parliamentary scrutiny of human rights, improving access to justice and addressing Indigenous disadvantage and exclusion.  
The report of the National Human Rights Consultation was released following one of the most extensive exercises in participatory democracy in Australian political history.  The independent Consultation Committee, chaired by Jesuit priest and law professor Father Frank Brennan, received over 35,000 submissions and hosted 66 roundtables in 52 locations around the country.  
“The level of engagement demonstrates that human rights matter deeply to Australians – they resonate with our shared values of freedom, dignity, justice and a fair go,” said Philip Lynch, Director of the Human Rights Law Resource Centre.  According to Mr Lynch, the evidence collated by the Committee also demonstrates that human rights are not enjoyed fully or equally by all Australians.  “Both in fact and in law, many groups within Australia experience profound disadvantage, including the homeless, people with mental illness, Aboriginal Australians, asylum seekers and children with disability,” said Mr Lynch.  “The Federal Government’s response to the Committee’s report represents an historic opportunity to improve the lives not only of these vulnerable groups, but the quality of Australian democracy for all.”
The National Human Rights Consultation report makes a range of recommendations to better protect and promote human rights in Australia, including the enactment of a federal Human Rights Act.  Over 80 per cent of submissions supported a Human Rights Act.  “An Australian Human Rights Act could promote more responsive and accountable government, improve public services and address disadvantage,” said Mr Lynch.  “Like the Victorian Charter of Human Rights and the ACT Human Rights Act, it could ensure that human rights are taken into account by parliament, the courts and public services when developing and applying law and policy”.  

Welcoming the report’s recommendations, Mr Lynch said that, “The Rudd Government’s response to this report represents an historic opportunity to honour its commitment to the protection and promotion of human rights.”  “Australians have spoken loudly and clearing on the need for a Human Rights Act.  Now is the time for the Rudd Government to show political leadership and vision.  This report creates an opportunity – and responsibility – to promote human rights, dignity and diversity as being as central to Australian culture and identity as beaches, boomerangs, the Anzac spirit and the Ashes.”  
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About the National Human Rights Consultation and the Report:
The National Human Rights Consultation was announced by the Commonwealth Attorney-General, the Hon Robert McClelland MP, on 10 December 2008, the 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  The Consultation was conducted by an independent committee, comprising Father Frank Brennan (Chairperson), Mary Kostakidis, Mick Palmer, Tammy Williams and Philip Flood.  
The Committee received over 35,000 written submissions and hosted 66 roundtables in 52 locations throughout metropolitan, regional and rural Australia.  Over 80 per cent of the submissions (almost 28,000) called for the enactment of an Australian Human Rights Act.  
The Committee’s report was released at an event at Victorian Parliament hosted by the 
Human Rights Law Resource Centre.  The report recommends that Australia enact a Human Rights Act.  The Committee recommends that a federal Human Rights Act should:
· promote a dialogue about human rights between parliament, the executive and the courts;

· protect civil and political rights and possibly social and economic rights, such as the right to adequate housing, the right to health and the right to education;

· require that a Joint Committee on Human Rights review all legislation for compliance with human rights;

· require that federal authorities act compatibly with rights and give proper consideration to human rights in decision making;

· require courts to interpret law compatibly with human rights but not empower courts to invalidate legislation; and
· provide people with effective remedies, including damages, where their human rights are breached.  

Further key recommendations in the Committee’s almost 500 page report include that:

· the Federal Government develop a national plan of comprehensive human rights education;

· the Federal Government audit all legislation, policies and practices to ensure human rights compliance;

· Parliament establish a Joint Committee on Human Rights to review all legislation for compliance with human rights (whether or not a Human Rights Act is adopted);

· the Federal Government appoint a Minister responsible for human rights; 
· federal departments and agencies develop human rights action plans and report on human rights compliance in their annual reports; and
· the Australian Human Rights Commission receive a strengthened mandate and powers.  
The Human Rights Law Resource Centre made three major submissions to the consultation: Engage, Educate, Empower in April 2009; A Human Rights Act for All Australians in May 2009; and a Supplementary Submission on Religion and Human Rights in June 2009.  These submissions, together with our collection of case studies, online materials and comprehensive discussion paper entitled Engaging in the Debate, were extensively cited and endorsed in many other submissions and the report itself.  These submissions are available at: http://www.hrlrc.org.au/our-work/focus/national-consultation/.  
Further information on the Consultation is available at http://www.humanrightsconsultation.gov.au/.  
