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Mme/r Chairpersons, Ministers, Excellencies, and other distinguished delegates. 
Thank you for the opportunity to appear before the Committee today.  We are looking forward to engaging in a constructive dialogue with you. 
We see this as an opportunity to celebrate our successes, to acknowledge the challenges facing Australia today, and to work with you to progress the realisation of economic, social and cultural rights for all Australians.
****
Mme/r Chairpersons and distinguished members of the Committee, Australia is a vibrant, culturally diverse nation. 
The First Australians, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, are the oldest continuous living culture in the world.  They make a unique and vital contribution to our nation.
Australia embraces migrants and refugees as core members of our society.  We are home to people from over 300 nationalities, who celebrate their diverse cultural identities, and speak hundreds of languages alongside English.  We have very generous immigration and humanitarian programmes.  Over the last 70 years, we have welcomed 7.5 million migrants, and over 800,000 people under Humanitarian Programmes.
From this diversity we have built a cohesive society in which we share common values - respect, equality, inclusion, freedom, the rule of law.  We are an international model for multiculturalism, tolerance, respect, inclusion and integration.
***


Australia welcomes open discussion of the complex challenges which prevent the full realisation of individuals’ rights, both in Australia and across the globe.  Australia has a proud tradition of positive engagement with international human rights mechanisms. 
We take our obligations to report to the Human Rights Council through the Universal Periodic Review Process, and to the human rights treaty bodies including this Committee seriously.  We recognise that these mechanisms are an essential element of the international human rights system.  
No country has all of the answers on human rights.  All countries can improve their human rights implementation.  Constructive engagement with the treaty bodies allows all states to reflect on their achievements, consider areas where improvements can be made, and benefit from best practice and lessons learned.
That is why Australia has an open invitation to the Special Procedures of the Human Rights Council.  We have welcomed five visits by Special Rapporteurs in the past year, showing our commitment to being open to scrutiny.
Australia sees each report and appearance as a chance to focus on the future, and build on the expertise of other nations, Committee members, Special Procedures and civil society.
***
Our commitment to the international human rights system is also reflected in our inaugural candidacy for the Human Rights Council.  
Our decision to seek membership of the Human Rights Council embodies our commitment to the ongoing promotion and protection of human rights, both at home and abroad.  
It reflects national values which are deeply embedded in Australian society – respect for freedom of expression and belief, faith in good governance and the rule of law, and a commitment to equality for all.  What we Australians describe as a “fair go”.  


It also underpins the way Australia has always engaged with the international community to promote human rights – with active, practical advocacy, sensitivity and fairness.
***
Our engagement with international human rights mechanisms is practical and outcomes orientated.  Australia is committed to considering how we can take forward the recommendations we receive.
For example, in response to Australia’s Universal Periodic Review (UPR) in 2015, in 2016, the Australian Government established a Standing National Human Rights Mechanism to strengthen our engagement with human rights reporting.  The Standing Mechanism considers each UPR recommendation in the Australian context to identify where we can make the greatest gains for the Australian people. 
We accepted the 27 UPR recommendations to ratify the Optional Protocol to the Convention Against Torture, and I am pleased to reaffirm that to the Committee that the Australian Government intends to ratify the OPCAT by the end of 2017.
The UPR process also led the Australian Government to reflect on our longstanding commitment to uphold gender equality in all areas of our society, including the military.  As a result, we have decided to withdraw one of Australia’s reservations to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women. 
I am proud to advise the Committee that, as of 1 January 2016, Australia has removed gender restrictions from all Australian Defence Force roles.  Legislation to formally remove the reservation is before our Parliament.  
Mme/r Chairpersons and distinguished members of the Committee, we will take the same practical and measured approach to considering how Australia might be able to take forward the Concluding Observations following this hearing.
***
The Australian Government is committed to ensuring the realisation of the economic, social and cultural rights of all Australians, regardless of race, ethnicity, religion, age, disability, gender, sexual orientation or intersex status.  
Australians generally enjoy a relatively high standard of living and quality of life.  Our open dynamic economy has been growing consistently over the last 25 years with positive dividends for economic, social and cultural rights, including with regard to employment.  Australia has been a global pioneer in developing social safety nets, including recently in fields such as disability. 
However, we also face particular challenges.  
Australia is the sixth largest country in the world by landmass, with population centres ranging from Sydney, home to 4.2 million people, to the Kiwirrkurra (KIWI-KURRA) Community in the Gibson Desert, with 216 residents, who live 850 kilometres from the nearest town. 
30 per cent of our population live in regional and remote areas, and 16 million Australians live in major cities overall.  There are challenges in serving a population this diverse and dispersed.
Australia has a federal constitutional system, in which powers are shared between federal institutions, six states and two self-governing territories.  
While it is Australia, as represented by our Federal Government, that has ratified the core human rights treaties, the responsibility for implementing the rights therein is shared between the federal, State and Territory governments.  It is State and Territory Governments that deliver many of the services and programs, which allow Australians’ to realise the rights under this Covenant.  These include the right to education, the right to health and the right to an adequate standard of living.
This adds a degree of complexity in the implementation of Australia’s human rights obligations, but also inspires innovation and leadership.  Our Federal system operates on the basis of extensive consultations between each of Australia’s nine jurisdictions, and each jurisdiction has developed creative approaches to different human rights issues, which have been picked up across Australia.  


Despite this complexity, all Australian governments are united in our conviction that all people are entitled to equal enjoyment of their human rights, respect, dignity and legal protection.  We are united in our action to ensure that no Australian is subject to violence and discrimination, and together we strive to realise the economic, social and cultural rights of all citizens.
***
In this regard, we recognise that there is more work to be done, particularly for Indigenous Australians. 
Upholding for the rights of indigenous peoples is a core pillar of our Human Rights Council candidacy.  We recognise this as a challenge to ourselves, domestically and internationally.  
We acknowledge that, compared with the rest of the population, Indigenous Australians face higher levels of disadvantage across all measures of quality of life.  
We know the challenges that we must overcome.  We know that education and employment are pathways out of poverty.  We know that good health is a precursor to the full enjoyment of human rights.  And we know that the solutions must be found by working with Indigenous Australians. 
In 2008, all Australian governments agreed to set targets aimed at Closing the Gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians in the areas of health, employment and education.  
Progress is being made but it has been slow.  We will continue our efforts, in partnership with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, at all levels.  Australian governments, Indigenous leaders, organisations and communities have agreed to work together to refresh the Closing the Gap agenda, emphasising that a partnership, a collaborative approach, is needed.  
***
Alongside a recognition of our challenges, we should also highlight our successes in the implementation of Economic Social and Cultural Rights.  


Australia has a generous social security system and universal healthcare.  In the last financial year, over half of our federal expenditure went towards social security, health and welfare programs for our citizens.
We are implementing the National Disability Strategy 2010-2020 and a National Disability Insurance Scheme.  Both aim to improve the lives and inclusion of people with disability in Australia.
The Australian Government delivers support to refugees, humanitarian entrants and other migrants in vulnerable situations through settlement services.  The aim of these settlement services is to enable the participation of new arrivals as quickly and as fully as possible in the Australian society and economy.  This compliments our well managed migration program, and the system of rigorous safeguards we have in place to protect the rights of refugees and asylum seekers.
***
Australia is committed to the right to education and provides universal, free primary and secondary education for all Australian children. 
Schools in Australia are currently funded at record levels, demonstrating the high value Australia places on ensuring its children realise their educational potential and rights.  In 2015, Federal, State and Territory governments provided a total of $43 billion for primary and secondary education towards school funding, across all sectors – government and non-government. 
Schooling in Australia, while based on a common National Curriculum, responds to the needs of all children, from Torres Strait Islander children on Moa (MO-UH) Island in North Queensland, to children on agricultural properties in other remote outback regions, to classrooms in suburban Sydney or Melbourne.  We strive to meet the different needs of students with a disability, students from culturally and linguistic diverse backgrounds, and Indigenous students.
***  


The Australian Government is committed to supporting all Australians, including young people, older Australians, Australians in rural and remote communities, and people with disabilities, to realise their right to work.  The Australian Government’s employment service called jobactive helps people find work and better meet the needs of employers.
Creating meaningful and safe employment for all Australians is not just realising a right. It creates communities, fosters independence and supports people to live with dignity.  It also enables all Australians to work together to share in our economic success. 
The Australian Government spends approximately $800 million each year on the Disability Employment Service program.  Our jobactive service is available to help job seekers with disability find and keep a job.  The Australian Government has also committed over $854.6 million over four years for the Youth Employment Package.  
The Australian Government supports just and favourable conditions of work through a legislated safety net of minimum employment conditions.  The objective of Australia’s national workplace relations system is to provide a balanced framework for cooperative and productive workplace relations that promotes national economic prosperity and social inclusion for all Australians.
Australia’s cultural diversity is one of our greatest assets – it sparks innovation, creativity and vitality.  Our economy is strengthened by the skills, knowledge, linguistic capabilities, networks and creativity of our diverse workforce.  Since 1 July 2015, there have been approximately 25,000 jobactive job placements for refugee job seekers and over 100,000 placements for Culturally and Linguistically Diverse job seekers.
Women’s workforce participation is essential to Australia’s future.  That is why Australia is committed to closing the gender participation gap, and addressing its life-long implications.  The Australian Government is working to close the gender gap in pay, retirement income and savings, particularly for women with low-incomes.  In addition, the Government is investing $263 million in the national expansion of the ParentsNext pre-employment program from July 2018 to help parents with young children to plan and prepare for employment.  

We know that Australian women have the talent to be at the top of any field, so we have also committed to gender equality on Government boards.  I am proud to advise that we are on track to achieve this target, with women comprising 41 per cent of current positions.
***
Australia also demonstrates a continuing commitment to supporting the realisation of economic social and cultural rights around the world.  Australia has a strong record of promoting and protecting gender equality around the world.  For example, Australia has set a target that 80 per cent of our aid investments, regardless of their principal objective, must effectively address gender equality.
Australia’s Ambassador for Women and Girls, who will be visiting Geneva in June for the Human Rights Council, specifically advocates internationally for women’s equal participation in political, economic and social affairs.  Earlier this year, Australia reaffirmed our support for UN Women, and will contribute 
$31.16 million over the next four years. 
We are significantly stepping up our humanitarian assistance for displaced communities.  We have increased our humanitarian funding by 18 percent, to $400 million for disaster preparedness, humanitarian relief and stabilisation efforts, and responses to protracted crises.  Australia’s multiyear funding is enabling humanitarian partners and host countries to meet immediate lifesaving needs and to build the resilience of displaced communities, such as through education and livelihoods, to realise both their human rights and their desire to return home when possible.
***
Mme/r Chairpersons and distinguished members of the Committee, this Australian delegation is honoured to appear here to engage in constructive dialogue with you. 
The Chair of our delegation is Ms Elizabeth Wilde, from the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.  
Ms Wilde will draw on the expertise of the other members of our delegation in order to provide detailed responses to your inquiries.  


The other members of our delegation are:
· Mr Andrew Walter, from the Attorney-General’s Department 
· Ms Anne-Marie Roberts, from the Indigenous Affairs Group, Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet
· Dr Tim Reddel, from the Department of Social Services
· Ms Margaret Kidd, from the Department of Employment 
· Dr Richard Johnson, from the Department of Immigration and Border Protection, and 
· Mr Pat Donaldson, from the Department of Education.
We are also grateful for the participation of Australian civil society, and the Australian Human Rights Commission, both at this hearing and in the lead-up to today.  Their input to Australia’s engagement with international human rights mechanisms, and towards furthering Australia’s human rights agenda more broadly, is invaluable.
We thank you for your attention. 
***
Mme/r Chairpersons and distinguished members of the Committee, we are here today to challenge ourselves to meet not only our own expectations, but those of the global community, in the pursuit of ensuring all Australians, and all people, are able to realise their economic, social and cultural rights. 
We are eager to share our experiences, and to learn from your insights. 
Thank you for your kind attention.
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