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The Islamic Council of Victoria (ICV) welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Freedom of 
Religion Inquiry by the Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade.  We 
understand that The Committee is defining freedom of religion or belief as recognised in Article 
18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights) around the world including in 
Australia.  

The ICV is the peak Muslim body representing an estimated 200,000 Victorian Muslims and over 
60 member societies. We offer advocacy and social welfare services while leading state and 
national initiatives on cohesion and harmony through community consultations and advice to 
Government. It has experience in building meaningful engagements, partnerships and projects 
with over 70 organisations (Muslim and non-Muslim) including over 20 multi-faith and 
multicultural groups. 

Although it was last reported that Muslims in Australia make up only 2.2% of the population 
(Hassan R, Deakin, 2015) we are more problematically positioned in public policy and media 
representation than other ethno-religious communities. Victorian Muslim communities regularly 
describe incidences of abuse and violations to the ICV staff and management on a monthly basis 
and at ICV community consultations. 

The ICV are very concerned that as rising Islamophobia further defines a Muslim as less of a person, 
and more of an idea in public policy and the media, breaches of our universal human rights in the 
name of national security and the media’s freedom of expression are taking a severe toll on our 
collective mental health, economic security, and the simple freedom to enjoy practising our 
religion in our families and communities. 

Section 18C of Australia’s Racial Discrimination Act 1975 (the RDA) does not specifically factor in 
ethno-religious discrimination. There are currently a number of groups that are recognised as 
having both a religious and ethnic identity such as Jewish and Sikh communities, but the ICV 
understands that no case law exists in Australia to offer the same protection to Muslims. 
Frustratingly, as the ICV is not funded to provide specific legal advice on s18C, ICV can only 
continue to support and advocate for a growing number of claims which are increasing in regularity 
and intensity. 

For this submission we will discuss these issues specifically within the terms of reference to 
highlight the nature and extent of religious intolerance towards Muslims in Victoria for which we 
use the term ‘Islamophobia’.  As a member-based community organisation with very limited 
resources our paper is focused primarily on terms 1 and 3. 
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1. The enjoyment of freedom of religion or belief globally, the nature and 
extent of violations and abuses of this right and the causes of those 
violations or abuses. 

 

The ICV consistently condemn all forms of violence against Muslims and non-Muslims each year in 
our media statements, reports, research, advocacy and community outreach. We are not funded 
to perform a policy or advocacy role to the level of other community groups, but we do our best 
to support Australia’s legal framework from within our religious values which completely reject all 
forms of violence, discrimination and abuse. Our 60 member organisations and their families 
expect the ICV to listen to them and speak to government on their behalf.  

Islamophobia’s link to violations and abuse 

The ICV office receives calls and e-mails on a semi-regular basis which are Islamophobic in nature. 
The more offending material is logged and provided to police for investigation, while their 
frequency is tied to media reports and commentary from politicians. When Muslims fear verbal 
and physical attacks based on our religion there is less incentive to be religiously visible, especially 
for Muslim women and girls, who are withdrawing into their homes and enjoying less freedom and 
opportunity than non-Muslims.  None of the ICV’s members have the capacity to respond to 
incidents or complaints of racially motivated abuse and, to date, the ICV remain unfunded to 
address this gap as key public policies and funding agreements do not explicitly link either overt or 
covert forms of discrimination with Islamophobia. 

Rather than re-state the role of the September 11 terrorist attacks on the growth of Islamophobia 
and right-wing extremism across Australia, we will instead address our comments to more 
immediate causes of violations and abuse directed at the Muslim community at present. 

Defining Islamophobia 

A 2004 HREOC report defined the term Islamophobia as “the fear of Muslims” and our 
communities consider this term apt to describe the widespread fear and prejudice directed 
towards Muslims in Victoria, nationally and indeed internationally. The ICV understand that the 
links between Islamophobia and the confidence that perpetrators of discrimination and abuse 
display is not always clear to politicians and the media as research has only recently begun to 
document Islamophobia as a social force in Australia. We do not assume that this submission can 
change this, however, we will attempt to explain to the Committee what we know. 

Australia’s Race Discrimination Commission has affirmed that religion can also be used as a 
surrogate for race or ethnicity, and this fact strongly reflects the ICV’s community feedback on 
verbal attacks and threats on Muslims in Victoria. In May 2017 at ECCV’s Walter Lippman Oration 
to Victorian ethnic communities, the President of the Australian Human Rights Commission Gillian 
Triggs stated her alarm at the growing “demonization” of Muslims and hate speech directed at 
minorities. In particular, she noted the normalisation of hate speech and that her Commission’s 
evidence indicates that “Muslims are subject to higher rates of racism than pertains for all other 
racial and religious groups within the Australian community…the headscarf has become the 
lightning rod for attacking Muslim women” (The Guardian, 11 May 2017). 
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In the 2017 New Zealand study the ethnicity of Muslims was also a factor in the research which 
found that despite most NZ Muslims being Asian, Non-Muslims perceived “Muslims” to be of Arab 
heritage. Arab culture was shown to be associated with misogyny and terrorism which is a good 
example of our Discrimination Commission’s finding that religion can be used as a surrogate for 
race or ethnicity.  

Associating stereotyped ethnicities with Australian Muslims in policy and the media is of deep 
concern to the ICV. We note the scheduling of Government proposals to include questions in 
Australia’s citizenship laws for domestic violence at the same time that anti-Muslim media 
coverage characterises the Islamic religion as violently misogynist.  

The ICV publically condemn all forms of family violence with the support of our members and have 
stated that, “Racial abuse, and threats of violence against women and children is unacceptable in 
all its shapes and forms and it is our collective responsibility as citizens and community leaders to 
step up and protect people from racial and religious discrimination (ICV Media Release, 22 March 
2017)”.  

We are deeply disappointed to see public policies and the media link deficits in gender equality, 
family violence and the safety of LGBTIQ Muslims with an assumption that being Muslim is not 
compatible with Australian values of egalitarianism, compassion and equality. 

 

The ICV Recommends: 

Recommendation 1: 

New government consultation with the Muslim community on a new code of practice for research 
and/or service agreements for partnerships with Muslim community organisations. This will 
recognise Islamophobia as a significant variable effecting public policy, media and gaps in research 
on the violations and abuse of Muslims’ human right to freedom of religion and belief. 

Recommendation 2: 

Existing Commonwealth CVE and CT funding re-allocated to create safe spaces urgently needed by 
Muslim youth to meet and talk about a range of issues in emotional terms, where they can be 
frank and even use words, which in a public space would sound inflammatory. 

Recommendation 3: 

A meeting between the MEAA, the Commonwealth and the ICV to initiate a consultation among 
its journalism and news producer members about their compliance with the MEAA Journalist Code 
of Ethics point #2 in their reporting of Muslim Australians. 

Recommendation 4: 

Existing Commonwealth CVE and CT re-allocated their funding into more inter-faith activities and 
programs in partnership with Muslim community organisations. 
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The ICV Recommends: 

Recommendation 9: 

New government funding for counsellors of Muslim parents of children affected by new control 
order for children. This will acknowledge the risks to mental health, employment, rental housing, 
poverty and education as a result of any unforeseen consequences of legislation which 
disproportionately affects Muslim youth. 

 

 

4. Australian efforts, including those of Federal, State and Territory 
governments and non-government organisations, to protect and promote 
the freedom of religion or belief in Australia and around the world, 
including in the Indo-Pacific region. 

 

The ICV recognise all the supporters of Muslim Victorians 

The ICV praise the UN’s Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion Mutuma Ruteere for visiting 

Australia and speaking out on Islamophobia in Australia to the UN and the rest of the world. 

As already discussed, the ICV recognise and support when the Australian Government intervenes 

to question the human rights records in other countries. However, as this submission makes clear, 

there are human rights issues which restrict Muslim’s in Victoria and nationally to enjoy the same 

human right to freedom of religion or belief that other Australians currently enjoy. 

We continue to support the work of Islamophobiawatch which helps log and report instances of 

discrimination. We have also supported 2 forums bringing together academics, counsellors and 

activists to speak about this important issue. The large crowds at both of these forums indicate 

that the community is very concerned about Islamophobia.  

In 2001 the Government of Victoria enacted the Racial and Religious Tolerance Act 2001. The ICV 
has experience in the use of this Act which is applicable today to only the most extreme cases of 
religious vilification. Although it can be argued that it has proved weak in preventing the rise of 
Islamophobia in Victoria, the ICV commend Victoria’s efforts to keep multiculturalism relevant and 
to find new narratives for diversity which the ICV recognise and support.  

It has increased funding in its Community Resilience Unit (CRU) and the ICV have a strong and long-
term relationship with Victoria Police which we want to continue with. However, the ICV strongly 
advocate to both State and Federal Governments to increase and improve the quality of their 
consultation with Muslim communities on the effect of their CVE/PVE research and community 
programs. As both the Racial and Religious Tolerance Act 2001 and the RDA have proven 
ineffective in preventing Islamophobia, the ICV support all efforts to retain s18C. 
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We ask them to balance their considerable investment in CVE research and services with data 

gathering projects on Islamophobia’s role on violations and abuses on Muslim Australians; and not 

only focus on their investment in CVE programs which require Muslim community organisations’ 

support.  

We advocate higher research and programs to address the rise of other non-Muslim extremism in 

Australia such as far-right groups.  

These actions will increase the confidence of families, and Muslim youth in particular, that they 

are not being profiled for their ethno-religious profile. It will also strengthen the ICV to be a 

focused community representative that can better partner with government to protect freedom 

of religion and belief for all Australians of faith.  

The ICV commend Gillian Triggs and all our interfaith partners and supporters who continue to 

stand with Muslim families while recognition of the human rights violations and abuses against 

Australian Muslims remain absent in government public policies and Australia’s own MEAA 

Journalist Code of Ethics.  

The Law Council of Australia and the ECCV have been the only two non-government organisations 

in Australia to support the ICV’s opposition to the new control orders in the Counter-Terrorism Act. 

This has educated the ICV about the importance of working with the legal profession and legal 

associations given the disordered but damaging effects of counter terrorism legislation on Muslim 

Australians’ freedom of religion or belief. 

The ICV especially acknowledge the members of the wider Australian community who represent 

only themselves and their own families, sometimes are great personal risk, when reaching out to 

defend our Muslim families who face violations and abuse on our streets, in shops, in schools and 

workplaces based on our religion. These ordinary Australians, our neighbours, are our biggest 

supporters and we thank them for protecting our right to freedom of religion and belief. 

 

The ICV Recommends: 

Recommendation 10: 

Australian Commonwealth Government adhere to its existing international human rights 
agreements. 

Recommendation 11: 

Australian Commonwealth Government review all current policies for refugees detained on Manus 
Island in Papua New Guinea (PNG) and Nauru by: a) speeding up the process; implementing 
permanent non-detention policies for asylum seeker children, permanent asylum to persons on 
bridging visas; and reduce reliance on resettlement agreements with countries such the US.  

 

 
If you require further information please contact Nail Aykan, ICV Executive Director at email: 
nail.aykan@icv.org.au or Adel Salman, ICV Vice President at email: adel.salman@icv.org.au and 
telephone: (03) 9354 9555.  
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