Universal Periodic Review of Australia, January 2011
Report on NGO Coalition’s Advocacy in Geneva

Australia’s UPR appearance

On 27 January 2011, Australia was reviewed for the first time under the Universal Periodic Review (UPR), a mechanism of the UN Human Rights Council which reviews the human rights records of all 192 United Nations Member States. The review is intended to be a cooperative mechanism, based on interactive dialogue with the full involvement of Australia, together with other States, NGOs and the Australian Human Rights Commission. The UPR provides a significant opportunity for the Australian Government to improve the protection and promotion of human rights and to fulfil its international legal obligations.

Senator Kate Lundy, Parliamentary Secretary to Prime Minister and Cabinet, led the delegation (in place of Attorney General Robert McClelland due to his Emergency Management portfolio responsibilities).  Government delegation members included the Australian Ambassador to the United Nations, Peter Woolcott and representatives from FaHCSIA, DIAC, DFAT and AGD.

Prior to the lobbying in Geneva in January 2011, a high level working group of NGOs met regularly by teleconference throughout 2010 to discuss the UPR process and the issues to be raised in this process. Kingsford Legal Centre (KLC), National Association of Community Legal Centres (NACLC) and the Human Rights Law Resource Centre (HRLRC) took on a co-ordinating role of this group. Australian Lawyers for Human Rights (ALHR) has been an active member of this working group and the NGO Coalition. In addition to the NGO Coalition UPR report, facts sheets on 17 thematic issues were also prepared.

In January 2011, ALHR members, Liz Snell (also representing Women’s Legal Services NSW and Women’s Legal Services Australia) and Jacqui Zalcberg joined Ben Schokman and Phil Lynch from the (HRLRC) and Les Malezer from the Foundation for Aboriginal and Islander Research Action as members of the NGO delegation lobbying international states in Geneva in the lead up to Australia’s UPR appearance. In the course of meeting with international states the NGO Coalition raised all 17 thematic issues and provided copies of the NGO facts sheets and recommendations and further recommendations specific to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.

During Australia’s UPR appearance, 53 countries made statements, making 145 recommendations across all 17 of the NGO Coalition’s issues.  The NGO Coalition delegation provided a detailed analysis of Australia’s UPR session. KLC has prepared a thematic summary of the 145 recommendations.  There were a further 17 countries on the speakers’ list who were unable to make statements due to time constraints.

NGO side event

The NGO Coalition delegation provided a formal briefing to diplomats and international NGOs in the lead up to Australia’s UPR review on 24 January 2011.  The event was well attended, with representatives from countries including France, New Zealand, Norway, Jordan, Bolivia, Cuba, Malaysia and Pakistan.  International NGOs such as Amnesty International and the Association for the Prevention of Torture also attended.

 

Following a formal presentation the delegation answered a range of questions from diplomats, including in relation to women in prison, justice re-investment, ratification of OP-CAT, police oversight and accountability, women's rights and equality.  There was also interest in the level of Government engagement with NGOs during the UPR process.

AHRC briefing and Australian Government event

The NGO Coalition delegation also attended and engaged in the Australian Human Rights Commission briefing on 25 January 2011 and the Australian Government’s side event “Combating Racism in Sport” on 26 January 2011.

Collaboration with Government

The different countries intervening throughout Australia’s UPR appearance on 27 January 2011 repeatedly commended the Australian government for its collaborative engagement with civil society throughout the UPR process.  This included seeking civil society input about how to conduct the UPR preparation, issues that should be included in the government report, and feedback about the final government report.

Engagement with the Australian Community

The NGO Coalition sought to actively engage Australian NGOs and the wider Australian community in the UPR process through a variety of mediums, including twitter, facebook, u-tube updates, written updates and media releases.  For further information see the delegation's reports.

Ongoing follow-up

Ongoing follow-up is particularly important in light of the Australia Government’s response on 31 January 2011 to neither accept nor reject the UPR recommendations.  Rather, the Government decided to consider the recommendations and deferred making a formal response until the United Nations Human Rights Committee meeting in Geneva in June 2011. 

In late February 2011 the NGO Coalition wrote to the Australian Government inquiring about the process for follow-up to the UPR. The NGO Coalition requested that NGOs be actively engaged in this follow up process and that, in the interests of good governance and accountability, the Government provide reasons for the rejection or partial rejection of any of the recommendations.

On 2 March 2011, the Attorney General, the Hon Robert McClelland MP, in his Ministerial Statement about the Universal Periodic Review, tabled the 145 recommendations made in relation to Australia in Federal Parliament.  Mr McClelland spoke of the Government’s commitment to human rights, the need to “achieve more” and committed the Australian Government to working closely with States and Territories, the Australian Human Rights Commission and NGOs in considering “the range of recommendations made and respond to the Council in the coming months”. 

On 7 March 2011 the Australian Government announced a public consultation seeking submissions on how it should respond to and prioritise the 145 UPR recommendations. Submissions were due by 31 March 2011.

The President of the Australian Human Rights Commission and the Commonwealth Attorney General invited NGOs to a follow up meeting to discuss the Australian Government’s implementation of UPR recommendations on 16 March 2011. 

The NGO Coalition recently made a submission to the Attorney General’s Department regarding Australia’s acceptance and the practical implementation of the 145 UPR recommendations.

Ongoing follow-up to Australia’s Universal Periodic Review will be key. ALHR looks forward to continuing to play a role in this process. 
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