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PRESS RELEASE – 6 April 2009
UNITED NATIONS COMMITTEE GIVES AUSTRALIA ONE YEAR TO LIFT ITS GAME
A United Nations Committee has given the Australian Government one year to improve its human rights compliance in relation to the Northern Territory Intervention, immigration detention, terrorism laws, and violence against women. 

Over the weekend, the United Nations Human Rights Committee released its report card following a review of Australia’s compliance with the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.  The Committee, which is comprised 18 independent human rights experts from across the world, commended Australia on its human rights advances, including the current national human rights consultation and the apology to the Stolen Generations.  The Committee also praised the willingness of the Australian Government to engage in a constructive dialogue with the UN on human rights, a sentiment echoed by non-government organisations which attended the review. 
However, the Committee recommended a number of measures Australia should take to improve its compliance with the Covenant, including the implementation of comprehensive laws protecting human rights.  ‘National human rights laws are crucial, not only in bringing Australia into line with the Covenant, but also in ensuring that the rights and dignity of all Australians are protected,’ said Teena Balgi, Convenor of the Human Rights Network of the National Association of Community Legal Centres.  ‘The time has come for Australia to enact comprehensive human rights and equality legislation, such as a Human Rights Act’.  
The Committee also recommended a range of measures to improve human rights protection in Australia, including a review of the Northern Territory Intervention ‘in direct consultation with the Indigenous peoples concerned, in order to ensure that they are consistent with the Racial Discrimination Act 1995 and the Covenant’.  The Committee gave Australia one year to report back on its progress in relation to the Intervention.

Australia was also given one year to report back on its implementation of the Committee’s recommendations to: 

· review terrorism laws to ensure compliance with human rights, including the right to be presumed innocent until proven guilty; 
· strengthen efforts to combat violence against women, particularly Indigenous women; and
· abolish mandatory immigration detention, close Christmas Island and enact new migration legislation which respects fundamental rights.  
The Committee also made a range of other recommendations, including that Australia should:

· establish a national mechanism to provide reparations, including compensation, to the Stolen Generations;
· enact legislation to prevent people in Australia being returned to a country where they might face cruel or degrading treatment, torture or death;
· ensure that Australian agencies do not assist overseas law enforcement agencies if the assistance may result the imposition of the death penalty;
· address the excessive use of force by police without adequate oversight, including the use of Taser guns and lethal force;
· establish appropriate independent and enforceable mechanism to investigate complaints about police brutality; and
· take further steps to address ongoing issues of homelessness.  
‘The Australian Government has signaled its willingness to work with UN Committees to improve human rights in Australia, and this report provides a great starting point,’ said Phil Lynch, Director of the Human Rights Law Resource Centre.  ‘Now is the time to translate these discussions into improvements on the ground.  We look forward to Australia’s commitment to human rights leadership being translated into concrete legislative and budgetary action,’ he said.  ‘As the Committee told a high level Australian government delegation in New York, Australia has an opportunity and obligation to regain its reputation as a “AAA” human rights country.’
The Committee reviewed Australia at the United Nations HQ in New York on 23 and 24 March 2009, and heard submissions from the Human Rights Law Resource Centre, the National Association of Community Legal Centres, Kingsford Legal Centre, the NSW Council for Civil Liberties and Amnesty International.  

The Committee’s recommendations are available at: http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrc/docs/co/CCPR-C-AUS-CO5-CRP1.doc.  
The Australian Government is yet to announce its response to the recommendations.
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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.  
