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What does the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion mean?

People have the freedom to hold or choose a religion or belief, and publicly or privately demonstrate their religion or belief.  This right protects people’s rights in relation to a broad range of views, beliefs, thoughts and positions of conscience, as well as their faith in a particular religion.
‘Belief’ and ‘religion’ have a broad meaning, and include new religions and belief systems in addition to traditional institutional religions.
The freedom to manifest religion or belief in worship, observance, practice and teaching includes a broad range of acts, including ritual and ceremonial acts, as well as wearing particular garments.

Governments may not permit any limitations on the freedom of thought and conscience, or on the freedom to have or adopt a religion of one's choice.

It may be permissible to restrict freedom to manifest religion or belief only if limitations are prescribed by law and are necessary to protect public safety, order, health or morals, or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others.
The right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion is especially relevant to religious institutions or religion-based organisations, and people whose religious or other beliefs require special accommodation in their dealings with the government, such as dress codes, being unable to attend work, school or an examination on a religious holiday, or special dietary needs.

Do Australia’s laws adequately protect the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion?

There is no right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion in Australian law, as well as no federal legislation that prohibits discrimination or vilification on the ground of religion.  Furthermore, some aspects of law, particularly counter-terrorism measures, are administered in a discriminatory fashion or in a way that imposes a discriminatory burden on those who hold certain opinions or beliefs.
	Case Study:  
A 23 year old Iraqi refugee with a severe intellectual disability was placed in unsuitable supported accommodation.  There were no Arabic speaking workers in the accommodation facility; the young man’s ability to observe his religion (by, for example, eating Halal food) was limited; and his contact his family was restricted.  Both the young man and his family felt that he could be better cared for in his home.  The young man’s advocate raised the right to freedom of religion, among others, with the relevant public authority.  The young man was not forced to return to the inappropriate accommodation facility, and instead was allowed to reside in his family home.


Where can I get more information on human rights?
· Human Rights Law Resource Centre: www.hrlrc.org.au
· Australian Human Rights Commission (formerly the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission): www.humanrights.gov.au
· National Human Rights Consultation: www.humanrightsconsultation.gov.au
www.hrlrc.org.au
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