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Mme/r Chairperson and Committee Members
Australia is pleased to appear before the Human Rights Committee to discuss civil and political rights in Australia. 
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 is also a migrant nation. One in four Australia’s was born overseas.  We celebrate our cultural diversity - speaking hundreds of languages alongside English, and being home to people from over 300 nationalities.  
We have generous immigration and humanitarian programmes. In 2017–18, Australia will provide a minimum of 16,250 places under our Humanitarian Migration Programs.  Since July 2015 Australia has granted permanent protection to over 44,000 people through this program.
From this diversity we have built a cohesive society based on shared common values - respect, equality, inclusion, freedom, the rule of law.  
Two days ago Australia was elected to the Human Rights Council for 2018 to 2020.  As a country that takes its human rights obligations with the utmost seriousness, we are conscious of the further expectations and responsibilities placed upon Council members.   
Australia is proud of our record of engagement with UN Treaty Bodies and other parts of the UN human rights system.  This helps us to improve and strengthen human rights outcomes, for Australians and globally. 
Rights and Freedoms 
The Australian Government is committed to upholding the civil and political rights of all Australians, and to ‘leave no one behind’ to use the language of the SDGs.  
Freedom of expression, association and belief underpin the principles of democracy, and must be protected. 
Australia welcomes robust but respectful debate on human rights issues. 
In this context, I would like to thank Australian civil society and the Australian Human Rights Commission, whose representatives are here today, for their interest and participation in our appearance. We may sometimes differ in opinions, but we are united by a common purpose of ensuring all Australians are able to realise their rights. We reaffirm our commitment to ongoing dialogue with civil society, and look forward to our debrief with their representatives tomorrow.
Human rights record and improvement
When it comes to giving effect to the rights set out in the Covenant, Australia has a lot to be proud of.  
However, we are not complacent.  We acknowledge there are things we could do better.
The Government is committed to working with relevant communities to identify and implement appropriate solutions.  
Access to Justice 
The rights to equality before the law and to a fair trial are imperative in a democratic society. 
Reflecting the importance the Australian Government places on ensuring all Australians are able access the justice system, it has committed record funding to the legal assistance sector - over 1.7 billion dollars over five years to 2020 to fund Legal Aid Commissions, Community Legal Centres, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Legal Services. 
National Security Scrutiny 
 We are conscious of the imperative to protect public safety.  At the same time, our efforts to counter terrorism are informed by our commitment to human rights and the rule of law.  As Prime Minister Turnbull reaffirmed earlier this year, Australia strives to get the balance right between security, and individual rights and civil liberties.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.malcolmturnbull.com.au/media/press-conference-announcing-the-establishment-of-the-home-affairs-portfolio ] 

Australia therefor maintains a comprehensive regime of safeguards to ensure that security considerations do not erode Australians’ fundamental rights and freedoms. 
The Independent National Security Legislation Monitor, is an independent agency tasked with the ongoing review of the operation, effectiveness and implications of Australia’s counter‑terrorism and national security legislation. This oversight addresses whether legislation contains appropriate safeguards to protect rights, is proportionate to any threat of terrorism or threat to national security or both, and remains necessary. In addition, the independent Inspector General of Intelligence and Security reviews the actions of the Australian Intelligence Community, to ensure that Government agencies act legally and with propriety, comply with ministerial guidelines and directives, and respect human rights.
The Australian Government is further strengthening its oversight, accountability and integrity structures by increasing the powers of the Attorney-General relating to Australia’s intelligence communities and domestic security arrangements. 
Gender Equality
All Australian jurisdictions share a responsibility for delivering equality for women. The Australian Government has three priorities to address remaining obstacles to substantive equality: 
· strengthening women’s economic security, including women’s workforce participation 
· supporting more women into leadership positions; and 
· ensuring that women and their children are safe from violence. 
Women in Australia continue to experience unacceptable levels of violence.  Addressing this issue is a particular focus of Australian governments.  
Indigenous People, particularly Indigenous Incarceration Rates
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians continue to experience poorer outcomes than non-Indigenous Australians across a range of measures. 
The Closing the Gap Strategy contains measures to improve the education, health and employment outcomes for Indigenous Australians. 
2018 marks the 10-year anniversary of the Closing the Gap Strategy.  We have had some success, but there is still a long way to go. 
All Australian Governments are working together to refresh the Closing the Gap framework. Central to this work is consulting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and peak Indigenous bodies and leaders, including the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner and the National Congress of Australia’s First Peoples.
The Australian Government is also committed to meaningful recognition of Indigenous Australians in the Australian Constitution.  Changes to the Constitution can only occur following a successful referendum where the majority of votes in a majority of states and an overall majority of voters vote yes to the proposition. 
On 30 June 2017 the Referendum Council on this issue delivered its Final Report to the Prime Minister and Leader of the Opposition. The Australian Government is now considering the Council’s advice and will work with the Parliament towards a proposition that is most likely to succeed at a referendum. 
It is of particular concern that Indigenous Australians are over- represented in the criminal justice system.  As at 30 June 2016, 27% of prisoners in Australia identified as Indigenous, despite comprising only 3% of the total population. 
The Australian Government is alarmed by these figures, concerned for the individuals and families they represent, and committed to working with Indigenous communities to take decisive action to change this situation. 
In 2017-18, the Australian Government will provide $264 million through the Indigenous Advancement Strategy to improve community safety and address the drivers of violence, abuse and neglect in Indigenous communities. These include: 
· crime prevention and diversion activities;  
· prisoner through care to support intensively people leaving prison to reintegrate back into their communities and families; 
· alcohol and substance misuse treatment services; and 
· family safety activities to reduce family and domestic violence.
The Government is also prioritising indigenous economic participation and empowerment as a means of addressing underlying drivers of the gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians.  One success story has been the Indigenous Procurement Policy, which aims to increase government procurement from Indigenous owned businesses. This has supported such businesses to win more than half a billion dollars in Government contracts in its first two years.  
Rights of People with a Disability
Australia is undertaking ground- breaking work on disability.  The National Disability Strategy 2010-2020 provides a ten-year national policy framework for improving the lives of persons with disabilities in Australia, working with people with a disability, their families and carers. 
A specific plan to Improve Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People with Disability was released this week.  The plan helps to identify potential solutions that communities, in partnership with the Australian Government, can drive for better access to culturally appropriate and sustainable support and services.  
In addition, the Australian Government is committed to engaging people with disabilities in our aid program, reflected in the strategy Development for All 2015-2020. 
Rights of Older Australians 
Over the next few decades, Australia’s ageing population will have a range of implications on the Australian economy. The Australian Government is investigating measures to ensure that Australians’ continue to realise their rights as they age. 
Under Australian law, age discrimination is prohibited, and Australia has a dedicated Age Discrimination Commissioner, the Hon Dr Kay Patterson AO.  
The Australian Government is concerned by reports of elder abuse in Australia.  In 2016 it requested the Australian Law Reform Commission to inquire into this subject.  The Australian Government has committed $15 million specifically to protect the rights of older Australians, including funding for research and for an online Knowledge Hub to bring together relevant knowledge. 
ConclusionMme/r Chair, this Australian delegation is honoured to engage in constructive dialogue with  the Committee. 
The Head of our delegation is Mr Andrew Walter, from the Attorney-General’s Department. Mr Walter will draw on the expertise of the other members of our delegation in order to provide detailed responses to your inquiries. 
The multi-departmental composition of our delegation demonstrates our commitment to the Committee process:
· Ms Autumn O’Keeffe, Attorney-General’s Department 
· Ms Tarja Saastamoinen [TARIA SARSTAMOYNEN], Indigenous Affairs Group, Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet
· Dr Tim Reddel, Department of Social Services
· Mr Luke Mansfield, Department of Immigration and Border Protection; and
· Mr Kevin Playford, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade
We are eager to discuss our experiences and to learn from your insights. 
Thank you for your kind attention.
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