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PRESS RELEASE - 24 March 2009
UNITED NATIONS COMMITTEE CALLS ON AUSTRALIA TO REGAIN ‘AAA’ HUMAN RIGHTS RECORD
Australia has an opportunity and obligation to regain its reputation as a ‘AAA’ country when it comes to human rights, a high level government delegation from Australia has been told by the United Nations Human Rights Committee.  
The delegation has appeared before the UN Committee in New York over the last two days.  The Committee, which comprises 18 independent human rights experts from across the world, commended Australia on a range of human rights advances, including the historic apology to the Stolen Generations, the abolition of the Pacific Solution and the current national human rights consultation.  

However, the Committee highlighted that Australia was alone among developed Commonwealth countries in its failure to legislatively protect human rights, and urged Australia to adopt comprehensive human rights protections for all.  ‘A Human Rights Act could assist to prevent further erosions of fundamental rights and freedoms and ensure that all Australians can live with dignity,’ said Philip Lynch, Director of the Human Rights Law Resource Centre.  

The Committee also raised a number of specific human rights concerns with the delegation including:

· the profound disadvantage experienced by Indigenous Australians in key areas including health, housing and education;

· the continued suspension of the Racial Discrimination Act in relation to the Northern Territory Intervention;
· the re-opening of the Christmas Island immigration detention facility, which it noted looks and feels like a high-security prison;

· the lack of access to adequate mental health care in many Australian prisons;

· the excessive use of force by police without adequate oversight, including the use of Taser guns and lethal force; and
· the co-operation of Australian law enforcement officials with overseas agencies, which may expose Australians to the real risk of the death penalty.
‘The Committee was very concerned about low levels of human rights protection in Australia, both in law and in practice’ said Teena Balgi, Convenor of the Human Rights Network, National Association of Community Legal Centres.  ‘In many instances, the Committee noted that the promises and assurances made by Australia do not translate into real protection on the ground’ she said.  ‘Profound disadvantage and discrimination have no place in Australia.’  
Ms Balgi and Mr Lynch noted the positive and constructive approach that the Australian government took to the review.  ‘This review, the first of Australia by the Human Rights Committee since 2000, is an historic opportunity to take stock of human rights in Australia.  It is an opportunity for the Australian government and civil society to work together with leading international human rights experts to improve the protection of fundamental values such as freedom, respect and a fair go,’ said Ms Balgi.  

Mr Lynch welcomed the Australian delegation’s closing remarks to the Committee in which it was observed that ‘Australia welcomes and needs this form of international scrutiny to ensure adherence with its Covenant obligations’.  ‘The Australian government acknowledged issues of disadvantage and human rights breaches in Australia and committed to taking all steps necessary to adequately protect and promote human rights.  We look forward to this commitment being translated into concrete legislative and budgetary action,’ said Mr Lynch.  
The Australian delegation has been given until 1pm on Thursday (New York time), to respond to the Committee’s outstanding questions.  The Committee will deliver its report card on Australia on or around 3 April.  The report will include observations on positive aspects of Australia’s human rights performance, together with constructive recommendations as to how it could more fully comply with the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.  
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For further information about the Human Rights Committee review of Australia, including comprehensive NGO reports on human rights in Australia, see www.hrlrc.org.au.  
Australia signed the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights in 1976 and ratified the treaty in 1980.  

