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29 January 2020

Committee Secretary 
ACS Committee 
ACT Legislative Assembly 
Via email - LACommitteeJCS@parliament.act.gov.au

Dear Committee Secretary,

Reform of ACT Human Rights Act to include freedom of association & related rights 
Submission to Inquiry into Human Rights (Workers Rights) Amendment Bill 2019

UnionsACT is the peak council representing 24 unions and over 33,000 working people, their families and 
communities. One hundred thousand more have their conditions of employment shaped by the work of our 
affiliates. More than 25,000 Canberrans support the work we do through our community campaigning.

UnionsACT thanks the Committee for the opportunity to make this submission.

UnionsACT supports efforts to enshrine the right of workers to join, and actively participate in, their union in 
the ACT Human Rights Act. 

We regard industrial rights, especially the human right to freedom of association (article 20 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights), to be integral to the full expression of workers’ collective rights.

Australia has the most restrictive set of regulations on workers’ industrial rights in the OECD. Any laws that 
infringe on workers’ liberties to join and take collective action with their union should be regarded as incom-
patible with human rights. 

It is imperative that governments, including the ACT Government, refrain from enacting laws that would 
hinder workers’ from exercising their industrial rights, especially their rights to join and participate in their 
union and elect the representatives. 

In recent years, UnionsACT has become aware of Government Bills, Acts or other reforms that hinder or 
negatively impact on freedom of association. Consequently, UnionsACT believes that the Human Rights Act 
would benefit from amendments to include the right to freedom of association and related rights.

The effect of this amendment bill would be to restrain the ACT Government from enacting laws under the 
Australian Capital Territory Act that hindered or limited workers’ human rights. The matter of incompatibili-
ty with Commonwealth laws or responsibilities therefore does not come into question while the ACT Gov-
ernment makes laws that are within its power. 

UnionsACT and the trade union movement considers the human right to freedom of association, and the 
existence of free and effective organisations of workers, to be an essential precondition for a free and open 
society and the enforcement of other human rights. 

In particular, UnionsACT welcomes the consequence of the Bill that would require the Government to en-
sure that new legislation did not infringe on workers’ human rights.



If the amendment bill proceeds and is enacted, UnionsACT suggests that the relevant scrutinising bodies 
that assess Human Rights Act compatibility for new bills, including the ACT Human Rights Commission, 
engage directly with a representative of the ACT union movement. This is because human rights in an 
industrial context, are a highly specialised area of law; unions have over a century of deep expertise that 
would invaluable. UnionsACT suggests that, if the amendment bill is passed, engagement with unions be 
formalised by way of regulation. 

Thank you again for the opportunity to make this submission. I, or a representative of UnionsACT, is avail-
able to provide more information to the Committee if the need arises.

Yours sincerely

Alex White 
Secretary 
UnionsACT
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