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Who we are

The role of the Australian Human 
Rights Commission is to see that these 
commitments are understood and 
recognised in practice. Independent from 
government, established by legislation, 
and recognised internationally as an 
‘A Status’ National Human Rights 
Institution, the Commission – through its 
President, Commissioners and a network 
of staff – strives to resolve complaints, 
encourage reform and build recognition of 
our shared humanity.

Operating under the Australian Human 
Rights Commission Act 1986 (Cth) as 
well as federal laws that protect people 
from discrimination such as on the 
basis of their age, disability, race or 
sex, the Commission also has specific 
responsibilities under the Native Title Act 
1993 (Cth) and the Fair Work Act 2009 
(Cth). Within this broad framework, our job 
is to work towards an Australia in which 
the human rights of all are respected, 
protected and promoted – finding practical 
solutions to issues of concern; advocating 
for systemic change; and increasing 
understanding across the community.

Much of this work is at the public 
advocacy and policy level – engaging with 
the public and the media; and encouraging 
government, industry and community 
groups alike to aspire to more. It involves 
building the case for change on issues 
ranging from paid parental leave to age 
discrimination in employment. It means 
presenting to parliamentary inquiries, 
making submissions, supporting our 
arguments with research, and contributing 
to partnerships. Our work also involves 
exchanging ideas with equivalent bodies 
around the world; while, closer to home, 
we monitor and report on the experiences 
of those particularly vulnerable to 
disadvantage.

From addressing individual cases 
of discrimination, to engaging with 
government around policy, the 
Commission’s task is both to apply those 
rights that are currently recognised in our 
laws; and to aspire for greater recognition 
and protection of those that are not. 
Our vision is for an Australia where 
human rights are enjoyed by everyone, 
everywhere, everyday.
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Working together for change
There is no simple way to solve complex 
human rights issues. From the challenges 
that face a person with a disability seeking 
independent living, through to immigration 
detention policy, the promotion of human 
rights must address both individual need 
and systemic change. That is why the 
Commission uses a range of approaches, 
recognising that enduring challenges 
require sustained energy and commitment.

To be as effective as possible, our work is 
structured around the following functional 
areas.

Setting and advancing 
national agendas
One of the Commission’s tasks is to draw 
national attention to areas in which human 
rights are not being properly recognised or 
respected.

As a result, we undertake research, 
provide advice, review laws, engage in 
public inquiry processes and work with 
groups from across the community to 
pursue reform. We develop partnerships 
and take a constructive approach to help 
us contribute to practical change.

On 25 June 2012, the Australian 
Parliament passed legislation to establish 
Australia’s first National Children’s 
Commissioner. The new Commissioner 
will be an advocate for the human rights 
of children, promoting public awareness, 
consulting directly with children and 
representative organisations, conducting 
research and education programs, as well 
as monitoring relevant Commonwealth 
legislation, policies and programs. The 
Commissioner is expected to take office 
by the end of 2012 / early 2013.

What we’re doing
This year, we will:

• support the participation of 
the disability sector in the 
implementation of the National 
Disability Strategy and of the 
proposed National Disability 
Insurance Scheme

• continue to advocate for reform 
of the Australian Constitution to 
recognise Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples

• deliver a series of consultation 
and dialogue events between 
government, NGOs and the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander community to support 
implementation of the UN 
Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples and lay the 
ground work for a national summit 
in 2013

• continue to advocate for ways 
to combat discrimination against 
people on the basis of sexual 
orientation and gender identity.

‘Constitutional reform is a complex 
issue and therefore it is important to 
educate people about it. That is what 
the Social Justice Report is doing.’ 

Stakeholder interviews (evaluation study  
of the Social Justice Reports)



Our Agenda • Commission Work Plan • Updated for 2012-2013 • 9 

What we’re doing
In the coming year, we will:

• release human rights based 
inspection standards for 
immigration detention facilities 
in conjunction with the 
Commonwealth Ombudsman and 
Attorney-General’s Department

• work with the government 
to advance ratification of 
the Optional Protocol to the 
Convention against Torture and 
the establishment of a national 
system of regular inspections of 
all places of detention (as required 
under the Protocol)

• prepare the annual Social Justice 
Report and Native Title Report 
on human rights issues facing 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples, with a particular 
focus in 2012-2013 on Indigenous 
governance.

Monitoring and reporting
Some people in Australia are especially 
vulnerable to discrimination, exclusion and 
unfair treatment. The Commission has a 
particular responsibility to monitor their 
experiences, identify issues of concern 
and propose solutions that will lead to 
improvement.
Sometimes we do this by holding national 
inquiries that examine these concerns 
in detail. We also undertake regular 
monitoring and reporting work, such as 
the Social Justice Commissioner’s annual 
Social Justice Report and Native Title 
Report on issues affecting Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities.
We also have a long-standing role of 
monitoring Australia’s immigration 
detention system and treatment of asylum 
seekers, through visits to detention 
facilities, public awareness raising and 
engagement with the government, NGOs 
and community groups. We advocate for 
reforms to the system of mandatory and 
indefinite detention, and for greater use of 
community-based alternatives to holding 
people in closed detention facilities for 
prolonged periods.
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Building human rights into 
Australian laws and practices
We believe that human rights protection 
needs to be a central part of laws, policies 
and practices in order to build a fairer and 
more inclusive Australia.

What we’re doing
This year, we will:

• launch research into the 
prevalence and nature of unpaid 
caring work in Australia, the 
barriers it creates for women’s 
equal participation in the 
workplace and the impact this has 
on women’s economic security

• address age discrimination in 
employment by building on the 
Commission’s work in the 2012 
report Working past our 60s: 
Reforming laws and policies for 
the older worker, which outlines 
policies and laws that prevent 
older people from working

• support the implementation of the 
Australian Government’s National 
Action Plan on Human Rights and 
promote measurable indicators of 
human rights progress

• contribute to the new Joint 
Parliamentary Committee on 
Human Rights and Statement 
of Compatibility processes for 
new federal law and regulations, 
including promoting effective 
arrangements for participation by 
community organisations.

What we’re doing
In the coming year, we will:

• continue to provide an efficient and 
effective complaint service – focused 
on accessible processes and early 
resolution – responding to the 
approximately 18,000 enquiries and 
2,000 complaints that we receive each 
year

• continue to provide information, 
particularly to vulnerable groups 
across the community, about people’s 
rights and responsibilities under the 
law

• continue to work closely with the 
government to review, strengthen and 
streamline federal anti-discrimination 
and human rights laws.

Resolving discrimination and 
human rights complaints
In addition to this public advocacy work, 
the Commission has an equally important 
role in resolving individual claims of 
discrimination and other breaches of 
human rights. Through our complaints 
service, people can have their disputes 
addressed constructively and efficiently, 
seeking redress for discriminatory 
behaviour in a way that may also lead to 
benefits for others. Further, by appearing 
as amicus curiae, or ‘friend of the court’, to 
provide specialist advice in discrimination 
cases, the Commission helps to inform 
the understanding of relevant law as it 
evolves.

Working together for change
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In July 2011, we introduced a new 
Strategic Plan. It commits us to working 
collaboratively, innovatively, and to the 
highest standard of excellence. The 
Strategic Plan provides a framework to 
enable us to:

• take stock of progress in our mandate
• measure our impact over time and 

assess whether we are achieving our 
goals.

We also strive to lead by example – by 
being transparent and accountable, and by 
operating in accordance with the human 
rights standards that we expect of others. 
We seek to minimise our environmental 
footprint and to practice and inspire sound 
corporate social responsibility.

What we’re doing
In the coming year, we will:

• maintain a workplace that reflects 
and respects the diversity of the 
Australian community

• work in a collaborative way that 
recognises the universal and 
indivisible nature of human rights

• use our monitoring and evaluation 
framework to support planning 
and ensure that our work is 
making a positive, effective and 
tangible difference

• update the Commission’s website 
to include sharper navigation 
and search capacity, increased 
multimedia capacity and more 
interaction for users through blogs 
and user forums

• continue to live the Commission’s 
values and principles by offering 
a broad range of flexible working 
arrangements to our staff and 
developing staff skills for personal 
and professional growth within the 
Commission and beyond.

Organisational excellence

‘… evaluation is now embedded in all 
Commission activities and processes –  
this has entailed a major cultural shift.’

Evaluation at the Commission, staff survey

‘Staff acknowledge the importance 
and accessibility of this flexibility with 
an 83% positive response in our most 
recent employee survey.’

Human Resources, Commission staff 
survey






