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The Hon Darryl Williams MP
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Parliament House

Canberra  ACT 2600

Dear Mr Williams,

Re Proposed Legislative Changes to the Powers and Composition of HREOC

The Australian Federation of University Women has recently held its 32nd Triennial Conference in Melbourne.  During proceedings, frequent reference was made to the legislative changes currently proposed by the Government to the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission.  These references were almost universally opposed to the changes.  AFUW has become a signatory, along with a number of women’s NGOs, to a substantial submission presented to the Senate Inquiry into the legislation.  I am sure that you will be aware of such submissions and I do not intend the re-iterate the contents of that submission here, but rather  to stress the particular factors of concern to our members.  These are:

· The requirement for the Attorney General to approve any court intervention by the Australian Human Rights Commission. We believe that it is crucial that there be a body able to intervene in the judicial system on human rights issues on behalf of each and any Australian, and that such a body must be seen to be independent of governmental control.  The effect of the proposed change would be to give the Attorney General the power to refuse to permit the Commission to appear in cases where it was acting as an adversary to the Government or a government agency.  A similar proposal was rejected in 1998, and there seems to be no adequate rationale for reintroducing it.  There is no suggestion that the Commission has acted irresponsibly or frivolously in the interventions that it has made.

· The abolition of specialist commissioners and the replacement of the present 5 commissioners with three generalist commissioners.  Unless the proposal discussed above is intended to drastically reduce the activities of the Commission, there would seem to be a question of whether the reduced number of commissioners would not suffer an unduly heavy workload.  A more serious issue is the reduction in effectiveness that we believe would follow the change from specialist to generalist commissioners.  Specialist commissioners have brought expert and detailed knowledge to their task and this has been invaluable in focusing issues and informing the public on those issues.  The quality  

2

of recent inquiries such as those  on Children in Immigration Detention and Paid Maternity Leave has been exceptionally high, and the information provided to the public by Commissioner Jonas has proved  extremely valuable.  All of these are issues of interest to our Association, which made submissions to the two mentioned inquiries—submissions which were very much strengthened by the informative material issued by HREOC.  We are convinced that such effective communication on major human rights issues cannot be achieved with generalist commissioners.

We urge you and the Government to reconsider legislation which we believe to be against the best interests of Australia’s very considerable past achievements in the protection of human rights,

Yours Sincerely’


(Dr) Jennifer Strauss


President, AFUW

