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SENATE STANDING COMMITTEE ON LEGAL AND CONSTITUTIONAL AFFAIRS 
ATTORNEY-GENERAL’S PORTFOLIO 

Program: Australian Human Rights Commission 

Question No. SBE16/107 

Senator Di Natale asked the following question at the hearing on 12 December 2016: 
 
Senator DI NATALE: I am particularly interested in the Scanlon Foundation's recent Mapping 
social cohesion report, which indicated that while there is still strong support for 
multiculturalism the number of people who are experiencing discrimination based on race in 
Australia is on the rise. The recent report indicated an increase from 15 per cent to 20 per cent. 
Do those findings correlate with an increased number of (a) inquiries or (b) formal complaints?  
Prof. Triggs: If I may, I would like to take that on notice, just so that I can give you absolutely 
accurate figures. But what I can say—impressionistically at least—is that over the past few years 
we have seen a spike in those numbers under the Racial Discrimination Act but in the last year 
we have actually seen a decline in the number of matters, for example, that are raised in the 
context of section 18C and D. So, it has been variable over the past two or three years, with 
increased numbers and then declining complaints. So, if I can come back to you with exact 
figures, I would be happy to.  
 Senator DI NATALE: Have you done any thinking or any work to try to understand what 
underpins some of those trends?  
Prof. Triggs: Well, as your question implies, we try to do all of our work based on research and 
data and evidence, and the Scanlon Foundation work is important to underpinning some of our 
work. But I think it is fair to say that because the commission has such a huge number of matters 
coming in through the public arena—at least 20,000 a year—even though they do not of course 
all become formal complaints, we have an insight, if you like, into the matters that are 
concerning Australians in the context of antidiscrimination law and human rights. So we do try 
to think through, based on that data, how we can meet our other functions under our legislation, 
which are advocacy for compliance with our laws, education and, in particular, a program that 
the commission chairs, which is the 'Racism. It Stops With Me' project, which I believe is one of 
the most successful public campaigns that the commission runs. It is readily identifiable, and we 
have had major individuals supporting that program. I think we have, and I can take this on 
notice, something like 350 organisations, companies—particularly the business community, 
media and others—signing up to that campaign, and it has been an effective one. But it is 
obviously a matter of concern for us. But I should say that matters in relation to the Racial 
Discrimination Act are in fact a very small percentage of the work the commission does… 

The answer to the honourable senator’s question is as follows: 
 
In the last 3 reporting years the number of inquiries and complaints received by the Commission 
in relation to racial discrimination and racial hatred is as follows: 
 
 2013-14 2014-15 2015-2016 
Inquiries regarding racial 
discrimination or racial hatred* 

1967  1919  1854  

Complaints under the RDA 380  561  429  
* One inquiry may raise multiple issues 
 
At the time of writing, there are 353 organisational supporters of Racism. It Stops With Me. 
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