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IntroductIon

This is your passport to human rights. 
It is your key to understanding how 
human rights relate to the everyday 
world and how you can assert your 
rights in your everyday life. 

As part of the Everyday People, Everyday Rights 
pilot project run by the Victorian Equal Opportunity 
& Human Rights Commission in the City of Hume in 
2009, community meetings for residents were held  
in May and June 2009.

The images and stories in this passport were collected 
during these meetings. What you read are real issues 
about real people… next-door neighbours, young 
people hanging out at the train station, local factory 
workers, and the people waiting at the bus stop. 

As you read their stories, imagine for a moment  
how these experiences would make you feel…  
what would you do? Where would you turn?

Take a moment to consider what you can do to ensure 
every person in your family and community is able to 
understand, protect and enjoy their fundamental right 
to freedom, respect, equality and dignity. 

Imagine it, then make it happen. 
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Your Human rIgHts

Human Rights are the basic rights that 
belong to a ll of us just because we are 
human beings. They are recognised around 
the world as the basic standards required for 
governments, societies and communities to 
operate in a respectful and peaceful manner.

The Charter of Human Rights and 
Responsibilities (the Charter) is a Victorian 
law that means government and public 
bodies must consider human rights when 
making laws and providing services.

Nothing in the Charter gives a person or 
organisation the right to ignore the human 
rights of another person. Sometimes rights 
may be limited, but this must be fair and 
reasonable and government and public 
authorities must give their reasons for doing so. 

This means everyone can have a say about 
the best way to balance community rights 
with the rights of different individuals.
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tHe cHarter of Human rIgHts and 
responsIbIlItIes 

The human rights protected in the Charter are 
listed below. An easy way to remember the rights 
protected in the Charter is to group them under the 
four values of freedom, respect, equality and dignity. 

The section numbers refer to where the right is stated 
in the Charter. 

freedom

freedom from forced work (Section 11)
A person must not be forced to work or  
be made a slave. A person is a slave  
when someone else has complete control 
over them. 

freedom of movement (Section 12)
People can stay in or leave Victoria whenever  
they want to as long as they are here lawfully.  
They can move around freely within Victoria and 
choose where they live.

freedom of thought, conscience, religion  
and belief (Section 14)
People have the freedom to think and believe what 
they want, for example, religion. They can do this  
in public or private, as part of a group or alone.

 The CharTer
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freedom of expression (Section 15)
People are free to say what they think and want to 
say, for example, talking, writing or with art. They 
have the right to find, receive and pass information 
and ideas. This right might be limited to respect the 
rights and reputation of others or for the protection  
of public safety and order.

peaceful assembly and freedom of association 
(Section 16)
People have the right to join groups or unions, and  
to meet peacefully. 

property rights (Section 20)
People are protected from having their property taken 
from them, unless the law says it can be taken. 

right to liberty and security of person (Section 21)
Everyone has the right to freedom and safety.

Humane treatment when deprived of liberty 
(Section 22)
People have the right to be treated with humanity 
if they are accused of breaking the law and are 
detained. 

The CharTer
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respect 

right to life (Section 9)
Every person has the right to life and to not 
have their life taken.

protection of families and children  
(Section 17)
Families are entitled to protection. Children 
have the same rights as adults with added 
protection according to their best interests.

cultural rights (Section 19)
People can have different family, religious or cultural 
backgrounds. They can enjoy their culture, declare 
and practice their religion and use their languages.

Aboriginal persons hold distinct cultural rights which 
must not be denied.

eQualItY

recognition and equality before the law  
(Section 8)
Everyone is entitled to equal and effective 
protection against discrimination, and to enjoy 
their human rights without discrimination.

taking part in public life (Section 18)
Every person has the right to take part in public life. 
For example, every eligible person has the right to 
vote or get a job in government.

 The CharTer
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dIgnItY

protection from torture and cruel, inhuman 
or degrading treatment (Section 10)
People must not be tortured, treated or 
punished in a cruel, inhuman or degrading way. 
People must treat each other with respect. 

People can choose to have medicine or 
therapy, or be in a medical experiment. This cannot  
be done without their full and informed consent.

privacy and reputation (Section 13)
Everyone has the right to keep their lives private. 
For example, family, home or personal information 
cannot be interfered with, unless the law allows it.

children in the criminal process (Section 23)
A child charged with committing a crime or who has 
been detained without charge must not be held with 
adults. They must also be brought to trial as quickly as 
possible, and treated in a way that is appropriate for 
their age.

fair hearing (Section 24)
A person has a right to a fair hearing. This means the 
right to have criminal charges or civil proceedings 
decided by a competent, independent and impartial 
court or tribunal after a fair and public hearing.

The CharTer
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rights in criminal proceedings (Section 25)
A person charged with a crime is presumed innocent 
until proven guilty, must be told why the police have 
arrested them and be given time to talk to a lawyer 
or get advice. 

They must also be tried without unreasonable delay. 
A person has the right not to be forced to testify 
or confess guilt, and to have any conviction and 
sentence reviewed by a higher court. 

If a person goes to court and cannot speak or 
understand English, an interpreter must be there to 
help them understand. Sometimes, a Victoria Legal 
Aid lawyer can help.

right not to be tried or punished more than once 
(Section 26)
A person will only go to court and be tried once for a 
crime. This means if the person is found guilty they 
will only be punished once. If they are found to be 
innocent they will not be punished. 

retrospective criminal laws (Section 27)
A person has the right not to be prosecuted or 
punished for things that were not criminal offences  
at the time they were committed.

for more information about human rights and the 
charter of Human rights and responsibilities visit the 
human rights section of the commission’s website.

 The CharTer
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about tHe VIctorIan eQual opportunItY  
& Human rIgHts commIssIon

The Commission helps people resolve complaints 
of discrimination, sexual harassment and racial or 
religious vilification by offering a confidential, free  
and impartial complaint resolution service with the 
aim of achieving a mutual agreement. 

The Commission has responsibilities under three laws:
• The Equal Opportunity Act 1995 (Vic)
• The Racial and Religious Tolerance Act 2001 (Vic)
•  The Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities  

Act 2006 (Vic)

Services provided by the Commission include:
• a free telephone Advice Line
•  information and education about equal opportunity,  

racial and religious vilification and the Charter of Human 
Rights and Responsibilities 

•  education, training and consultancy service

Under the Charter, the Commission’s role is to ensure 
Victoria’s understand the Charter and to talk to 
government and public bodies in Victoria about their 
obligations under the Charter.

The Commission releases a public report on the operation 
of the Charter to the Attorney-General every year. The 
latest report is available from the Commission’s website.

The Commission
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legal disclaimer: This information is intended as a guide only. 
It is not a substitute for legal advice. For more information 
on where to get advice or make a complaint, see the Taking 
Action and Getting Information section of this booklet. 

contact the commission
Victorian Equal Opportunity & Human  
Rights Commission

Level 3, 380 Lonsdale Street 
Melbourne VIC 3000

General: (03) 9281 7111 
Advice Line: (03) 9281 7100 
Fax: (03) 9281 7171 
TTY: (03) 9281 7110 
Interpreters: (03) 9280 1995 
Toll free: 1800 134 142 (country callers)

Email: information@veohrc.vic.gov.au  
Website: www.humanrightscommission.vic.gov.au  

The Commission

To get your human rights Passport  
in accessible formats, please contact  
the Commission.
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complaInts related to tHe cHarter of 
Human rIgHts and responsIbIlItIes

The Commission does not handle complaints related 
to the Charter.

ombudsman ViCToria

However, there are other options to help 
you resolve issues which are discussed 
in the ‘Taking Action’ and ‘Getting 
Information’ sections of this passport.

If you are unhappy about actions, decisions or the 
way you have been treated by:

•	the State government 
•	a public authority 
•	a local council 
•		a private agency that does work on behalf  

of the government

you can also lodge a complaint with Ombudsman 
Victoria (OV). 

The Ombudsman is an independent officer of 
the Victorian Parliament. Ombudsman Victoria is 
impartial, ethical and respectful of individual rights 
and its services are free of charge.
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contact ombudsman Victoria
Ombudsman Victoria
Level 9 North Tower 
459 Collins Street 
Melbourne VIC 3000

Telephone: (03) 9613 6222  
Fax: (03) 9614 0246 
Toll free: 1800 806 314 
TTY: 133 677 or 1800 555 660 
Speak and listen: 1300 555 727 
Interpreter service: 131 450

Email: ombudvic@ombudsman.vic.gov.au 
Website: www.ombudsman.vic.gov.au   

ombudsman ViCToria
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about eVerYdaY people, eVerYdaY rIgHts

Everyday People, Everyday Rights is a  
pilot project being run by the Victorian  
Equal Opportunity & Human Rights  
Commission in the City of Hume  
throughout 2009 with funding from the  
Legal Services Board. The City of Hume was selected 
due to its active and engaged local council, diverse 
population, and level of interest and engagement  
in human rights.

The project aims to better equip Victorians to 
understand and assert their rights. It seeks to  
achieve this by fostering local participation and 
gathering feedback to ensure that human rights 
activities and educational materials connect with  
the local community and respond to its needs.

The project has been guided by a Community 
Reference Group comprising members from the local 
council, as well as neighbourhood, health, seniors, 
Indigenous, Rotary, business and multicultural groups. 

A report of the pilot outcomes, including assessment 
by an independent evaluator, will be produced at the 
end of the project. 

The ProjeCT

Funded by:
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Human rIgHts storIes

The images and stories that follow were developed 
from information gathered at community meetings 
held in the City of Hume in May and June 2009. 

At these meetings, participants talked about what 
human rights means to them and imagined how 
their local community would look if everyone’s 
rights were respected. They discussed how 
local issues relate to rights and how to take 
action when rights are not respected. 

These stories reflect the key issues and themes 
shared by participants using their own words and 
ideas. Names and personal information have been 
changed to protect the privacy of individuals. 

For a copy of the Commission’s privacy policy, go to 
www.humanrightscommission.vic.gov.au/privacy

 The sTories
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Name: Be linda 
Sex/GeNder: Female
aGe: 21
Suburb: Meadow He ights
Cultural baCkGrouNd: Aussie
reliGioN: None
oCCupatioN: Looking for work
iNtereStS: Music, camping, movies, dancing
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Belinda’s Story
Belinda has struggled finding work since being laid  
off over two years ago. She did poorly at school and 
fears doing a TAFE course would make her feel worse. 
The job agency tells her to apply for jobs she can’t 
get. Belinda wants more support and to be treated 
like a person, not a number. 

Belinda has skills and a friendly personality but feels 
she is discriminated against because of her weight. 
People call her names in public which makes her 
scared to go out. Depressed and disillusioned, she  
has lost faith in those supposed to help her. 

Belinda believes employers are scared of being sued 
so they never explain their decisions. She knows  
her rights are disrespected, but is unsure what to  
do. She is worried that complaining might affect  
her job prospects.

Belinda wants the chances she deserves. She needs 
to know everyone is entitled to enjoy rights without 
discrimination and to equal treatment.
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Name: Alex
Sex/GeNder: Male
aGe: 20
Suburb: Broadmeadows
Cultural baCkGrouNd: Greek Australian
reliGioN: Greek Orthodox 
oCCupatioN: Uni and part-time work  
iNtereStS:  Soccer, movies, going out with 

friends, standing up for others
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Alex is shocked by the racism he’s seen — white 
Australians spitting on others who look different, 
schoolkids pulling scarves from Muslim girls’ heads.

Alex feels like his rights aren’t well protected and  
that rights are... for someone else. Bullied at  
school because of his disability, Alex was fed up  
that his right to a safe learning environment was  
not being respected. 

As a Greek Orthodox he is teased for hanging out  
with Muslims. People often stare, especially people  
in suits and when the police come, it seems the  
African guys cop the most flak.

Alex believes people need to meet others, not just 
stay in their own group but he worries for his parents. 
They feel insulted and can’t laugh off Greek jokes the 
way he has learnt to. 

Alex thinks sports stars and celebrities should  
talk about rights. If someone at the footy club  
says “I wouldn’t do it”, it suddenly becomes uncool. 
And that’s etched in gold.

Alex’s Story
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Name: Lucia
Sex/GeNder: Female
aGe: 59
Suburb: C raigieburn
Cultural baCkGrouNd: Italian Australian
reliGioN: Catholic
oCCupatioN:  Grandmother, home duties and 

community work
iNtereStS: Reading, socialising with friends, 
family, knitting, E lvis Presley, perfume, gardening
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Lucia’s Story
Lucia’s depression is debilitating. A family history 
of mental illness means people make assumptions 
about her, and there is no one trustworthy to really 
talk with. When she talked to someone at her church, 
her ex-husband found out and threatened her. 

Relatives invited her over to Italy but she wants  
to stay in Australia, live on her own, control her  
own money, and see friends without fear. Yet she 
feels like a prisoner at home and jaded about a 
system that has let her down. Lucia feels her  
options are limited.

Mostly she wants someone who believes in her.  
She has been through tough times but wishes  
people would see her abilities.

Talking about her right to protection from cruel or 
degrading treatment; freedom of movement and 
expression; liberty and security; taking part in public 
life; would empower Lucia to take action.
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Name: Simon
Sex/GeNder: Male
aGe: 45
Suburb: Broadmeadows
Cultural baCkGrouNd: Anglo-C e ltic
reliGioN: Uniting C hurch
oCCupatioN:  Disability pensioner
iNtereStS: Human rights, ethics, footy
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Simon’s Story
Simon has schizophrenia. He used to be afraid to  
talk about it but now believes it’s better to just put  
it on the table. He relies on the system to do the  
right thing. Simon lives independently but his quality 
of life is poor. 

His rights are frequently ignored because he can’t 
answer questions quickly and sometimes he doesn’t 
even give an answer. Sometimes people make 
assumptions about his needs, which frustrates him, 
but he rarely complains. He is afraid of being knocked 
back by the authorities. He can imagine fear also 
affects people from other cultures.

Simon learns about his rights from support workers.  
If he has a problem he will most likely get support 
from them though he thinks they are stretched trying 
to help everyone. He thinks support and training 
for workers is vital to properly support people with 
disabilities. It’s more important than brochures, it’s  
a human rights issue. 

Simon is an advocate for others and works on 
disability reference groups. He believes someone 
who is disadvantaged should speak up to challenge 
stereotypes.
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Name: Amira
Sex/GeNder: Female
aGe: 22
Suburb: Coolaroo
Cultural baCkGrouNd: Assyrian/C haldean 
reliGioN: C hristian
oCCupatioN: Uni student 
iNtereStS:  Listening to music, dancing, going out 

with friends, playing with her new 
puppy...anything & everything!
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Amira saw human rights breaches everyday in  
Iraq and feels lucky to be in Australia. However,  
her culture is very important to her. She feels  
safe and connected in her community and that  
gives her a sense of place. But living between  
two cultures is challenging.

When she talks about rights in her community,  
they say “you are lost, my friend; you’re in the 
western culture”. In her community, males are  
more dominant than females, and when women 
become pregnant they always hope for a boy. 

Amira’s parents are strict and protective but she 
understands why. They don’t speak English and 
grew up in a different culture. They are pretty 
paranoid about the new environment and system. 

There are places where Amira feels she doesn’t 
belong. Like the train station, where the young guys 
hang around and make comments. She wants to 
feel safe walking alone, but she gave up on that 
long ago. 

Amira knows that not taking action can make her 
stressed and sick. She only wishes everyone else 
understood that.

Amira’s Story
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Name: Ahmed
Sex/GeNder: Male
aGe: 19
Suburb: Meadow He ights
Cultural baCkGrouNd: Lebanese
reliGioN: Muslim
oCCupatioN: Builder
iNtereStS: Soccer, be ing naughty
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Ahmed’s Story
Ahmed feels like he has no rights. When he came  
to Australia his English was pretty bad. He needs 
money but can’t get a job. Once he changed  
his name and got an interview.

After “September 11” things got worse. His sister  
says women are often abused in the street for 
wearing scarves. Once someone threw eggs at his 
father’s business so they removed the Arabic signs 
out the front. Ahmed has noticed the Indian, Somali 
and Iraqi communities face the same thing. This 
makes him angry but he has no idea what to do.

Ahmed took drugs for a while and got into some 
trouble. He was bashed up a couple of times so he 
hangs out with his boys instead of going out alone. 
Sometimes police take down their names. He doesn’t 
know if they’re allowed to do that.

Ahmed has been in jail a couple of times. But he knows 
even if you commit a crime you still have rights. 

Ahmed thinks minorities and newly arrived groups 
need information about their rights. He wants  
to see someone in parliament who shares his  
cultural background.
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Name: Sarah
Sex/GeNder: Female
aGe: 13
Suburb: Pascoe Vale
Cultural baCkGrouNd: Australian 
reliGioN: Athe ist
oCCupatioN: Student
iNtereStS:  World music, old things, nature, 

photography, violin, Facebook, 
MySpace, books, art, surfing  

28



Sarah doesn’t really know what her rights are, just 
that she takes them for granted. If they were taken 
away she’d care more and say I’m not going to put  
up with that. 

At school Sarah hangs around with girls that get 
treated differently because of the food they eat.  
It annoys her that there is so much bitchiness and 
peer pressure. 

It frustrates Sarah when young people are called 
the ‘iPod generation’ who don’t care about anything 
except themselves. She feels her generation does 
speak out about stuff that is wrong. ”We don’t 
necessarily know what’s right or wrong according  
to the law, but we all want change, we just don’t 
work together.”

Sarah believes human rights can’t be left to run their 
own course. The community needs someone who 
is in tune. “Rights should be part of our culture, not 
something unusual or odd. There is a serious barrier  
in our culture to talking about rights.”

Sarah’s Story
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Name: John
Sex/GeNder: Male
aGe: 71
Suburb: Sunbury
Cultural baCkGrouNd: English
reliGioN: C hurch of England
oCCupatioN: Retired 
iNtereStS: Woodwork, John Wayne movies, family, 
he lping pe ople, cars, gardening, walking the dog, 
trave l, family history, music, cricket, local radio
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John’s Story
John notices his human rights slipping away as 
he gets older. After retiring he had a stroke. He 
has more time on his hands but he’s not as quick 
on his feet. And people look at him differently.

John recently got involved with a men’s group 
which helped him step out of his ‘comfort 
zone’. He’s active in the community again and 
stands up for himself. A few years ago it would 
have been different but after his recent health 
issues, he’s been thinking outside the box.

Many of John’s friends fear losing their homes to 
rate rises and developers. They feel frustrated 
and helpless. They want to speak to a councillor 
or create a petition, but think it’s too hard. 

John sees individual action is too hard for most 
people but getting help from an association, trade 
union or community group can make it easier. 
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Name: Bill
Sex/GeNder: Male
aGe: 62
Suburb: Gladstone Park
Cultural baCkGrouNd: Australian/German
reliGioN: None
oCCupatioN: Disability pensioner
iNtereStS:  Art, see ing friends,  

community events
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Bill grew up profoundly deaf which meant he 
experienced discrimination in every sphere of life. 
In his early fifties he ended up in a nursing home 
with much older people. He would yell at the nurses 
because he couldn’t understand them and no one 
explained things to him.

If he doesn’t pick up what people say, they walk 
away and think he’s stupid. At work Bill wasn’t 
given the equipment he needed because it was too 
expensive. He was bullied and they had no idea how 
to handle him, so he had to leave.

Sometimes Bill gets frustrated when he has to deal 
with hospitals and public bodies. Carers and friends 
speak on Bill’s behalf but he has his own voice and 
wishes he could use it more often. 

Bill would like information to be more accessible — 
he doesn’t always know where to get information 
or support. He gets angry when his rights are not 
respected but doesn’t want to cause trouble or feel 
like a burden. 

Bill ’s Story
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Name: Lek
Sex/GeNder: Male
aGe: 16
Suburb: Broadmeadows
Cultural baCkGrouNd: Somali
reliGioN: Muslim
oCCupatioN: Broady Boy
iNtereStS: Rap artist
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Lek comes from war-torn Somalia but now lives 
in a housing estate with his aunty, uncle and 
cousins. He often takes his aunty to the doctor and 
interprets for her or baby-sits when she is sick. He 
sends money home to his parents every week.

Since terror raids in his area, Lek worries about 
being targeted. Because he’s Somali he gets put 
in a box. This affects his chance of getting a job.

Lek has been considered ‘trouble’ for most of 
his life. When he first went to school in Australia, 
he was sent to detention every week.  

Lek likes to take trains to the city with friends to get 
away from everything at home, but hates how people 
stare. Kids once called them names and a fight broke 
out. It got pretty messy and the police got involved.

Lek got information about his rights and 
responsibilities from Victoria Legal Aid. Now that 
he’s actually met with a legal aid lawyer, he 
realises they are nice and their service is free.

Lek’s Story
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Name: Sally
Sex/GeNder: Female
aGe: 41
Suburb: Diggers Rest 
Cultural baCkGrouNd: Aussie
reliGioN: Non-practicing C hristian
oCCupatioN: TAFE student, part-time receptionist
iNtereStS:  Gardening, music, homemaking, 

outdoors, country living
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Sally comes from an abusive background. She 
almost didn’t feel part of the human race and 
didn’t realise she had rights until somebody told 
her. Getting involved in the local church was part of 
her healing process and now she wants to make a 
difference for others. Someone caring and listening 
is what got her through.

For people in crisis, the right to survive is the most 
important thing. To her, human rights are about 
being empowered and sticking up for people who 
cannot speak for themselves. 

Sally feels human rights don’t exist where she lives 
— in rural Victoria. She worries about refugees and 
newly arrived immigrants who must be too scared 
to say anything and thinks they are the ones who 
really need to know their rights in Australia.

She believes defending her rights could lead to 
worse outcomes, but she can’t sit back and take it. 
Sally feels angry and sad about not being listened 
to in the past, but now that she’s a bit older she’s 
willing to push things further.

Sally’s Story
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Name: Mark
Sex/GeNder: Male
aGe: 37
Suburb: Dallas
Cultural baCkGrouNd: Australian
reliGioN: Agnostic
oCCupatioN: Storeman
iNtereStS:  Be ing with my kids, family, music, 

youth issues, photography, cooking
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Mark used to manage a small business but he 
lost his job with the financial crisis and now 
works as a storeman. As a sole parent he really 
misses the extra income. When he applied for a 
customer service job they said they were looking 
for a female. He doesn’t shop there anymore.

Mark’s biggest challenge is his children. His daughter 
thinks she can do what she wants and says Mark 
takes away her freedom. He knows he can’t hit 
his kids but is at his wits end. He also suspects 
his son is being bullied at school. He is very quiet 
and wont talk about it and Mark wonders how 
he can get his son to express his emotions. 

Mark is passionate about human rights and 
gets pretty fired up about injustice. He wants 
a community movement so people can 
talk up without being called whingers. 

Mark believes most people don’t try to actively 
take away people’s rights. He just thinks that most 
people stick with others who are just like them 
and make judgements about people who are 
different to them. People just need education.  

Mark’s Story
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Name: Fatma
Sex/GeNder: Female
aGe: 42
Suburb: Dallas
Cultural baCkGrouNd: Turkish
reliGioN: Muslim
oCCupatioN: Supermarket attendant
iNtereStS: Family, learning English, computers
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Fatma arrived in Australia as a refugee 15 years 
ago. She is well known in her community but 
unlike many Muslim women, she does not 
wear a head scarf or go to the mosque. Conflict 
between Sunni and Shi’ite groups deters Fatma 
from going out. She is afraid to speak about 
her religion, and feels isolated and hidden from 
society. Despite this, Fatma is strong and resilient.

Fatma’s daughters are the most important thing 
to her. She wants them to grow up safe and 
secure, with a good education and career. 

Although she speaks several languages, Fatma would 
like to learn English and how to access information so 
she doesn’t have to rely on her daughters so much.

When her rights are not respected, Fatma doesn’t 
take action. Language barriers, not knowing what 
to do, and fear of being ridiculed by her small 
community paralyse her. It seems normal that 
people don’t accept her — that’s just the way it is.

Fatma’s Story
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Name: Jack
Sex/GeNder: Male
aGe: 4
Suburb: Toolern Vale
Cultural baCkGrouNd: Anglo/Irish
reliGioN: Undecided
oCCupatioN: Pre-schooler
iNtereStS:  Walking the dog, playing with friends, 

swimming, cartoons
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Love, security and safety are the most important 
things to Jack. He wishes he could be with his  
mum all the time, but she needs to work to  
support the family. She often says “it takes a 
village to raise a child”. 

When Jack thinks something is unfair, he can’t 
always clearly articulate what’s happening. Just 
being heard is quite empowering for Jack, but 
he needs help from the adults in his life to solve 
problems. He relies on others to make sure his 
rights are respected, and needs others to advocate 
on his behalf. Jack’s issues are taken seriously by 
his parents and pre-school teachers.  

Jack’s mum gets frustrated about children being 
bombarded with advertising. She believes TV 
programs would be powerful to teach kids about 
freedom, respect, equality and dignity. She  
would like to see information about human 
rights offered to school children at an early age, 
especially if it is interactive and fun, and involves 
stories, song and play. 

Jack’s Story
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Name: Suzie
Sex/GeNder: Female
aGe: 69
Suburb: Westmeadows
Cultural baCkGrouNd: Aboriginal
reliGioN: None
oCCupatioN: Retired
iNtereStS:  Writing, home decorating, Koori 

issues, family, art, music, Facebook, 
Rugby League, footy, dressmaking

44



Suzie knows what racism is as she grew up at 
a time when many people thought it was bad 
to be Aboriginal. She was ignored by the police 
when abused by white men, so when it happened 
again she didn’t bother telling anyone.

Her skin colour mattered so she got savvy and dyed 
her hair blonde and stopped telling employers she 
was Aboriginal. But when they found out they sacked 
her. One thing that really irritated her was being 
watched in shops, as if she was going to steal.  

Suzie is pretty cynical about rights as mostly 
she feels she doesn’t have any. She just wants 
to be included in the local community. 

Back in the day, Suzie used to protest but nobody 
really does that anymore. Things have improved, 
but as a community elder she still hears about 
rights being violated all the time. Suzie wants rights 
respected — she wants a treaty. She feels it’s too 
late for her, and lives through her kids. She makes 
sure they are looked after and get a good education. 

Suzie has found her heart through art.

Suzie’s Story

45



Name: R ishi
Sex/GeNder: Male
aGe: 51
Suburb: Sunbury
Cultural baCkGrouNd: Indian
reliGioN: Hindu Brahmin
oCCupatioN:  Vinnies volunteer, cleaner,  

former engineer
iNtereStS:  Meditation, volunteering,  

cars, cricket
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Rishi is not a fan of human rights. He is the boss 
of his family and gets frustrated how the women 
have changed since coming to Australia. He firmly 
believes they should stick to their culture and 
respect their husbands.

Getting enough money to support his family has 
been a constant struggle for Rishi. He believes his 
accent has affected his ability to get a job. For a 
while he turned to gambling but people assumed he 
was culturally and spiritually stupid. Rishi volunteers 
for St Vinnies but lacks confidence and suffers from 
depression. He is especially anxious about recent 
violence against Indians.

Rishi’s sons get Youth Allowance. He thinks it gives 
them too much freedom and they should work for it. 
He gets very frustrated with the system and worries 
about the generation gap. 

Rishi doesn’t know he has rights and doesn’t know 
what to do when his rights are abused. He thinks 
information on trams and billboards is effective but 
it needs to be in several languages. 

For Rishi’s wife, hairdressers are pivotal. People 
disclose all sorts of things to hairdressers. 

Rishi’s Story
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Name: Salwa
Sex/GeNder: Female
aGe: 26
Suburb: Meadow He ights
Cultural baCkGrouNd: Iraqi 
reliGioN: Muslim
oCCupatioN: Full-time mum
iNtereStS:  Making jewe lle ry, spending time  

with friends and family
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Salwa left school when she was 15. She often sees 
girls taken out of school in Year 10, as is the custom, 
and wonders how one can teach respect for women.

Now a mature age student, Salwa worries about 
finding work. If she can get her English up to scratch 
she wants to work for Customs. Salwa once had 
a visa problem but didn’t complain because she 
depended on the system.

Salwa has always been judged by her appearance 
but it got worse after “September 11”. Once a man 
yelled “go back to your country” from his car. Salwa 
just laughed but wanted to tell him her parents had 
been here for 50. People think she wasn’t born here 
because of her scarf.

Many people in Salwa’s area come from refugee 
camps. She worries they accept things even though 
they deserve better, but they are just grateful to be 
here and don’t take things to the next level. 

It’s often assumed the newcomer should make  
the effort.  

Salwa’s Story
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Name: Nadem
Sex/GeNder: Male
aGe: 46
Suburb: Roxburgh Park
Cultural baCkGrouNd: Turkish
reliGioN: Catholic
oCCupatioN:  Factory worker
iNtereStS:  Be ing with family and kids, fishing, 

soccer, politics, singing, news, 
dismantling cars 
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Nadem was a community leader in Turkey and 
worked in insurance, but since arriving in Australia 
he has worked in a factory. 

The language barrier makes him nervous. He needs 
to get his licence but believes he should be able to 
do the test in his own language.

Nadem’s wife also wants to work but they can’t 
afford childcare and she struggles finding work that 
she can balance with her family responsibilities. 
Bringing his family over from Turkey is Nadem’s 
biggest hope. 

Nadem doesn’t understand the Australian system. 
It takes time to know where to go and the laws are 
so complex for a migrant with language difficulties. 
He needs education about how to live in Australia 
but mainly learns from friends from the coffee shop 
who have lived here for a long time. 

He doesn’t look at issues as ‘rights’. Access to 
housing, transport and health care are important but 
how they relate to human rights is unclear to him. 
Being able to practise his culture and religion, being 
treated equally — these are things important to him. 

Nadem’s Story
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Name: Danie l
Sex/GeNder: Male
aGe: 34
Suburb: Broadmeadows
Cultural baCkGrouNd: Vietnamese
reliGioN: Buddhist
oCCupatioN: IT Manager 
iNtereStS:  Footy, going out with friends, 

painting, writing
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Daniel is a gay man who has lived in Broadmeadows 
all his life, but often feels he has to hide his true self 
to be accepted.

About a year ago he started living with his partner. 
Soon after, they started receiving anonymous phone 
calls which they tried to ignore but recently things 
have been getting more serious. Daniel arrived 
home one night to find graffiti scrawled on the front 
door and soon after someone screamed abuse from 
a passing car. Daniel is feeling increasingly unsafe 
and the stress is causing tension in his relationship.

Daniel was afraid to approach the police in case he 
wasn’t taken seriously or it fuelled more homophobia 
and then he heard there are special Gay and Lesbian 
Liaison Officers (GLLOs) who he can speak to.

Daniel just wants his rights to be acknowledged 
and protected, and for he and his partner to be 
accepted in the community. He wants people to 
understand the problem is not being gay, it’s people’s 
homophobic attitudes that cause the real damage.

Danie l ’s Story
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taKIng actIon

There are a range of things you can do if you have  
an issue or problem. Consider one of the following: 

•  Look for more information on the internet or at 
your local library. Start an online discussion or find 
out what other people are saying on the internet. 
Consider getting advice from someone. Prepare 
what you are going to say and how you are going 
to say it. Have a clear idea of what you hope to 
acheive before you start.

•  Consider approaching the person/s or organisation 
concerned. Do not feel you have to do this by 
yourself, you can take a support person with you.

  A support person could be: a friend or a family 
member, someone at your local church, mosque, 
neighbourhood house, senior citizens club, sports 
club, council offices, childcare/health/community 
centre community/youth/social/support worker, 
counsellor, lawyer or doctor. 

•   If you are at school, university or TAFE, speak to 
someone you trust there.

•   If you are at work, try speaking with your 
colleague, union rep or manager.
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advocacy
Speaking out on issues and taking action to improve 
a situation gives people a voice to discuss issues 
and try to influence law, policy and practices, and 
systems. This is called Advocacy. 

Sometimes it is about standing up for yourself  
(self advocacy) or for someone else’s rights 
(individual advocacy). Other times it’s about trying  
to change a system to address the structural causes 
of inequality (systemic advocacy). 

self-advocacy  
If you are going to self-advocate, there are a number 
of community groups and organisations that offer 
support and training (see page 54). 

Individual advocacy  
This happens when a person advocates on behalf  
of one or two people. An advocate could be a family 
member, friend, carer, or someone who works for  
or volunteers with an organisation. 

systemic advocacy  
Systemic advocacy may start with raising public 
awareness about an issue and could happen by 
holding a meeting, writing to your local paper or 
ringing talkback radio, talking to politicians or even 
developing a campaign. 

TaKinG aCTion
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tIps for gettIng Your VoIce Heard

Whether you’re advocating for yourself or others, or 
for systemic change, there are a few key questions 
you can ask to help you prepare:

What are your key messages? Develop two or three 
key points to ensure you get your point across.

Who is your target audience? Who do you want  
to reach? Use language they will understand.

What strategies might you use? What’s the best 
way to get your message across? Personal stories or 
statistics? A formal letter or a face-to-face meeting? 

Who are your allies? Are there others who will 
support you? How will you engage them?

What are your challenges and where are you 
likely to meet resistance? If you know what and 
where your opposition will be, prepare your counter-
arguments in advance

What other information do you need? Who could 
give you further advice?

TaKinG aCTion

Wherever possible, link your issue to specific 
human rights. Be clear about how you believe 
these rights are being affected and how you 
think responsibilities could be better met.
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WrItIng a letter to tHe edItor

The letters to the editor page is the most well-read 
section of most newspapers. There are a few simple 
rules to remember when writing letters to the editor 
that will help get your letter published:

Keep it short (150–200 words) and avoid 

including attachments

Always include your full name, address  

and phone number

Stick to one topic at a time

Respond to an issue as soon as it happens,  

or you will not get in

Try to use humour, statistics, or  

new information

Always use your own words. Avoid just copying 

and pasting someone else’s arguments or 

repeating what someone else has said

Don’t use abusive or rude language. Always  

be polite and civil, although a bit of satire  

or irony may help to make your case.

TaKinG aCTion
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WrItIng to an organIsatIon or Your 
member of parlIament 

Keep these rules in mind to help get your  
message across:

TaKinG aCTion

 Keep your letter short, clear and to the point

 Be polite and address the issue at hand.  

Never get personal or abusive

 Letters in your own words are the most 

effective, especially if you can explain how  

an issue affects you personally

 If you are using a template email, change 

as much as you can and make up your own 

subject line. If your email is to a politician, 

include your postal address especially if you 

live in their electorate

 At the end of your letter, tell the recipient 

what you would like to see happen and ask  

for a response

 If you don't receive a reply to your letter,  

call the recipient and ask for one. You may 

need to resend your original letter.
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adVocatIng for otHers

When advocating for someone else it is important  
to remember you are speaking on their behalf.  
Don’t tell the person what to do, but try to help  
them identify what they want and how best to  
get it. You should aim to help that person:

TaKinG aCTion

Speak for themselves

Get the information they want or need,  

for them to use as they see fit

 Challenge people who make unfair 

assumptions about them, or who treat  

them with disrespect

 Recognise and make good use of their  

own skills and strengths, while also  

providing help in areas where it may  

be required.
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gettIng InformatIon

You may wish to contact one of these organisations 
for further information or help: 

government

Victorian equal opportunity & Human  
rights commission 
Website: www.humanrightscommission.vic.gov.au 
Advice Line: (03) 9281 7100  
General: (03) 9281 7111 
Fax: (03) 9281 7171 
TTY: (03) 9281 7110 
Interpreters: (03) 9280 1995 
Toll free: 1800 134 142 (country callers)

consumer affairs Victoria 
Website: www.consumer.vic.gov.au 
Consumer Affairs Helpline: 1300 55 81 81 
Interpreter Service: 131 450 
TTY: phone 133 677 then ask for 1300 55 81 81.

dispute settlement centre of Victoria  
Website: www.justice.vic.gov.au/disputes 
Tel: 03 9603 8370 or 1800 658 528 (country callers)

office of the Health services commissioner 
Website: www.health.vic.gov.au/hsc 
Tel: (03) 8601 5200 or 1800 136 066 (country callers) 
TTY: 1300 550 275
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office of the public advocate  
Website: www.publicadvocate.vic.gov.au 
Tel: 1300 309 337  
TTY: (03) 9603 9529 or ACE: 133677 (03) 9603 9500

ombudsman Victoria 
Website: www.ombudsman.vic.gov.au 
Tel: (03) 9613 6222 or 1800 806 314 (country callers) 
TTY: 133 677 or 1300 555 727 
Interpreter service via telephone: 131 450  
On-site: 1300 655 082

privacy Victoria   
Website: www.privacy.gov.au  
Tel: (03) 8619 8719 or 1300 666 444

Victorian disability services commissioner  
Website: www.odsc.vic.gov.au 
Tel: 1800 677 342 (free call)  
or 1300 728 187 (country callers) 
TTY: 1300 726 563

Victoria legal aid 
Website: www.legalaid.vic.gov.au    
Tel: 9269 0234 or 1800 677 402 (country callers)

Victoria police 
Website: www.police.vic.gov.au  
Tel: 1300 363 101

GeTTinG informaTion
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community law

disability discrimination legal service Inc 
Website: www.communitylaw.org.au/ddls 
Tel: (03) 9654 8644 OR 1300 882 872 (country callers) 
TTY: (03) 9654 6817 

the federation of community legal centres (Vic) Inc 
Website: www.communitylaw.org.au 
Tel: (03) 9652 1500 

Homelessness advocacy service 
Website: www.chp.org.au/has.shtml  
Tel: 1800 066 256

Human rights law resource centre 
Website: www.hrlrc.org.au 
Tel: (03) 8636 4400

JobWatch 
Website: www.jobwatch.org.au 
Tel: (03) 9662 1933 or 1800 331 617 (country callers)

mental Health legal centre Inc. 
Website: www.communitylaw.org.au/clc_
mentalhealth/cb_pages/the_legal_centre.php  
Tel: (03) 9629-4422 or 1800 555 887 (country callers)

public transport ombudsman (Victoria) 
Website: www.ptovic.com.au 
Tel: (03) 8623 2111 or 1800 466 865 (country callers) 
TTY: 1800 809 623
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seniors rights Victoria 
Website: www.seniorsrights.org.au 
Tel: 1300 368 821 

Women's legal service 
Website: www.womenslegal.org.au  
Tel: (03) 9642 0877 or 1800 133 302 (country callers)

tenants union of Victoria  
Website: www.tuv.org.au 
Tel: (03) 9416 2577

Victorian aboriginal legal service (Vals) Inc 
Website: www.vals.org.au 
Tel: (03) 9419 3888 or 1800 064 865 (country callers)

Victorian gay and lesbian rights lobby 
Website: www.vglrl.org.au 
Tel: 0417 484 438

There are many resources available to help you find 
out about your rights. Some of these are available 
online, including: 

right a wrong, where when and how to  
complain in Victoria  
www.legalaid.vic.gov.au/677.htm

the law handbook: Your practical guide  
to the law in Victoria 
www.lawhandbook.org.au/handbook.php 
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3/380 Lonsdale Street Melbourne Victoria 3000

Telephone: (03) 9281 7111 
Advice Line: (03) 9281 7100 
Facsimile: (03) 9281 7171 
TTY: (03) 9281 7110 
Interpreters: (03) 9280 1995 
Toll Free: 1800 134 142 (country callers)

Email: information@veohrc.vic.gov.au 
Website: www.humanrightscommission.vic.gov.au


