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MOTION 

Racial Discrimination Act 
Mr KRAUSE (Beaudesert—LNP) (6.12 pm): I speak in support of the motion moved by the 

member for Mansfield. We live in a free country—a freedom paid for, in the words of a great statesman, 
in the ‘blood, toil, tears and sweat’ of our soldiers, sailors and airmen of generations past and present. 
We should cherish that freedom and not self-immolate our society with restrictive, freedom-suppressing 
laws that are unjustified by public interest or public safety tests. As it stands, section 18C is 
unacceptably restrictive on free speech and it must change.  

We need to see sensible reform to section 18C—an important step towards protecting free 
speech—and a balanced approach to the protection of people from vilification and hate with the right to 
free speech. The main problem with section 18C is the low bar set by the words ‘offend’ and ‘insult’. 
Justifiable criticism of the existing law has been that protecting people’s feelings against offence is not 
an appropriate objective for the law. This is not just conservative commentators saying this; it is none 
other than Justice James Spigelman, the former chief justice of the Supreme Court of New South Wales 
and, some would say, a Labor luminary as well. 

I support reforms to section 18C to address serious concerns that have arisen owing to the 
complaints brought against QUT students Alex Wood, Jackson Powell and Calum Thwaites by QUT 
staffer Cindy Prior. These complaints arose from comments made on Facebook by the students after 
they were asked to leave a computer laboratory designed for Indigenous students in 2013. Last week, 
Federal Circuit Court Judge Michael Jarrett dismissed these complaints, ruling that the students had no 
case to answer. Part of Mr Wood’s comments upon which Ms Prior took action against him for using 
speech that would ‘offend, insult, humiliate or intimidate’ were reported to be— 
Just got kicked out of the unsigned Indigenous computer room.  

Simply stating that fact led to Mr Wood being hauled through the court system, because section 
18C of the Racial Discrimination Act facilitated the making of a claim by Ms Prior against Mr Wood. It is 
unbelievable that the law in this country can demonise people for simply stating a fact. Mr Wood said 
that he was asked to leave an unsigned Indigenous computer room—which he was—and, for stating 
that fact, for the past three years he has been the subject of a complaint to the Human Rights 
Commission that ended in the Federal Circuit Court last Friday. This is simply outrageous. As the saying 
goes, ‘it is a free country, I can say what I like’—but with section 18C, is it really a free country where 
people can freely express their opinion? Alex Wood also said on Facebook— 
QUT stopping segregation with segregation.  
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In the case of Mr Wood, can he state a matter of fact? People should not have the sword of 
Damocles hanging over their head for making factual statements but, unfortunately, that is precisely 
what has happened to Mr Wood over the past three years. I know that some people say that this is 
simply a problem with the way the Human Rights Commission operates in managing the act and 
complaints made under it. No doubt, there are problems on that front. I think that is a red herring. The 
real issue at stake is with section 18C and the potential for a case like Mr Wood’s to be brought in the 
first place.  

The limitation placed on freedom of speech that prevents somebody from using words that may 
‘insult’ or ‘offend’ another person is incredibly broad. It could cover an enormous range of language and 
comments. Of course, whether someone is insulted or offended is a personal matter; it is subjective. 
Therefore, the limitation has the potential to not only bring about litigation such as we have seen in the 
case of these students but also restrict the ability of people in our democracy to engage in free, open 
debate and the exchange of ideas. If people are concerned that they may be taken to the commission 
or to the Federal Court for stating matters of fact or giving an opinion because somebody may be 
offended or insulted by them, that will only suppress the free exchange of ideas and comment in our 
society.  

Whether or not members agree with Mr Wood’s comments about a separate computer laboratory 
for Indigenous students, does he not have the right to tell people that he was not permitted to utilise the 
facilities because he was not Indigenous? In my opinion, in this instance the Federal Circuit Court judge 
got it right, but there is a broader issue in relation to section 18C that needs addressing. The words 
‘offend’ and ‘insult’ in the context of section 18C are too broad and should be removed. The Human 
Rights Commissioner has also indicated support for this proposal, which is a welcome development. I 
table an article in the Australian regarding this matter. 
Tabled paper: Article from the Australian online, dated 8 November 2016, titled ‘Gillian Triggs backs calls to reform section 18C 
of Racial Discrimination Act’ [2021]. 

The well-justified public dismay at what has occurred to these three students owing to innocuous 
comments certainly seems to have made an impact on the Human Rights Commissioner. Professor 
Triggs has stated that she would back reforms to section 18C. I think a reasonable person in the 
community would without hesitation conclude that the way in which the QUT students have been put 
through the wringer of section 18C is not right. If the complaint had been upheld, it would have had 
damaging impacts on freedom of speech in our country. 
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