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Reporting racism
> What you say matters

Some people think racism doesn’t happen anymore, or that it is a rare and isolated incident. 
However, the Commission regularly receives stakeholder feedback and complaints from 
Victorians who are confronted with behaviour that is intimidating, abusive and vilifying 
because of their racial or religious background. For many people, it is the daily, sometimes 
unconscious but persistent, racism they face, that has the most profound impact.

To collect evidence on the nature and extent of  racism 
in Victoria, the Commission conducted an online 
survey, interviews with a broad range of  community 
stakeholders and a review of  online content. 

Reporting racism: what you say matters completes the 
first stage of  a multi-tiered project to raise awareness 
of  racism in the community and to build capacity 
for victims and bystanders to report racism and 
vilification when they experience it. 

A Reference Group chaired by the Commission’s 
Chairperson, John Searle, oversaw the project. 
The following organisations were represented 
on the Reference Group: Victoria Police, Jewish 
Community Council of  Victoria, Islamic Council 
of  Victoria, Australian Muslim Women’s Centre for 
Human Rights, Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service, 
Ethnic Communities’ Council of  Victoria, Victorian 
Multicultural Commission, African Think Tank, 
Federation of  Indian Associations Victoria.

Main findings
Racism is a daily event in the lives of  too many 
Victorians. Racism can include a broad spectrum of  
behaviour from low-level incidents, such as offensive 
gestures or name calling to physical assaults. 

These subtle, low-level acts create an environment, 
incrementally and over time, where racism is 
legitimised and can escalate.

We also know that racism and crimes motivated by 
hate harms individual health and wellbeing for victims 
and bystanders. It creates fear and isolation for 
communities and is bad for our economy. 

Racism still happens

Of 227 survey respondents:

•	 123 reported incidents that happened to them 
personally (54 per cent) 

•	 102 had witnessed racism (44 per cent) 

•	 40 saw or received racist materials (18 per cent). 

Verbal abuse was the most common form of  racism 
identified (reported by 57 per cent of  respondents). 

In 2011-12, the Commission received:

•	 600 enquiries regarding race discrimination

•	 146 enquiries about discrimination based on 
religious belief  or activity

•	 50 enquires regarding racial or religious vilification 
were received by the Commission in that period.

•	 In addition, 176 complaints of  racial discrimination 
and 53 complaints of  discrimination based on 
religious belief  or activity were lodged with the 
Commission in 2011-12. 

•	 This equates to about 9 per cent of  all complaints 
made under the Equal Opportunity Act 2010 that year.

Racism happens everywhere

•	 Around one in three survey respondents (32 per 
cent) witnessed or experienced racism at work.

•	 Three out of  ten (31 per cent) witnessed or 
experienced it on the street. This included verbal 
abuse, but also occasional physical assault. 

•	 Public transport was identified as another common 
place for witnessing or experiencing racism (15 per 
cent of  respondents). 



•	 Racism on public transport included verbal abuse, 
as well as offensive graffiti on trains, trams and  
bus stops. 

•	 Just over one in ten had experienced or witnessed 
racism in connection with a service provider, 
including retail, hospitality and health services. 
Typically this involved being refused service 
because of  your race.

•	 A number of  respondents highlighted issues of  
racism at sporting events.

•	 Concerns were raised in relation to racism and the 
media, especially the use of  racial stereotypes, 
negative portrayals of  communities and offensive 
commentary made by media opinion leaders and 
talkback radio callers.

In addition to interpersonal racism, some Victorians 
also experience systemic discrimination. This occurs 
when organisations operate according to rules 
and policies that appear neutral, but which end up 
disadvantaging people from different backgrounds. 
Systemic discrimination can lock people out of  social 
and economic opportunities and limit their ability to 
access a range of  services.

Racism on-line is a significant problem

•	 Our review of  materials online found numerous 
examples of  racist and derogatory stereotypes 
perpetuated through specific websites, circulated 
through jokes, stories, videos and images and 
reposted via social media sites.

•	 While the majority of  racist material online is 
probably generated by individual ‘trolls’, there 
are also groups who use their online presence 
to spread hate and to gain support for their 
organisations.

•	 In extreme online forums, including white 
supremacist groups, there are explicit expressions 
and encouragement of  hate and violence.

•	 The majority of  all hate sites originate in the 
United States. Nevertheless, these sites still affect 
Victorians as they have Australian users, host 
Australia-specific forums and have been used as 
sources for local racist actions.

•	 Local hate communities can seek legitimacy and 
reach through affiliation with global networks on line. 

•	 Racist views and content are not limited to 
the work of  organised online hate groups. The 
more significant body of  racist material online 
is published on popular, mainstream forums by 
individuals or loosely organised groups. This 
material has the potential to reach wide audiences.

People are unlikely to report racism when they 
experience or witness it

•	 The majority of  survey respondents (55 per cent) 
did not report the racism they experienced or 
witnessed. 

•	 When asked why not, the most common response 
was that people did not think anything would be 
done about it (41 per cent).

•	 Twenty per cent of  respondents who gave a 
reason for not reporting said they were afraid of  
victimisation.

•	 Around one in five participants said they did 
not know where to report an incident or what 
would be involved. Other barriers include 
language difficulties, a distrust of  organisations 
in positions of  authority and limited awareness 
of  rights, especially among Aboriginal and CALD 
communities.

•	 For those who did report an incident, around one in 
three said little had happened as a result.

Bystanders want to help but often don’t know 
how to

•	 Bystanders can play a critical role in standing up 
to racism when it occurs, supporting the victim 
and challenging the perpetrator as exemplified in 
a number of  incidents on public transport where 
commuters have intervened to support victims of  
racial abuse.

•	 Thirty-seven per cent of  survey respondents 
said they spoke up or intervened in response to 
incidents of  racism. 

•	 Factors influencing the decision not to intervene 
included: lack of  confidence in the ability to 
intervene; concerns about safety, fear of  escalation; 
not knowing how to assist and not knowing who to 
report to an incident to.

One way to overcome these barriers is through 
educating people about where and how they can 
make reports of  racism and how the organisations will 
deal with those reports. 

In Victoria and elsewhere, ‘third party’ reporting 
mechanisms allow recognised organisations to take 
reports of  racism to the police and other agencies on 
behalf  of  individuals in their communities. Not only 
can this approach help promote action in response to 
individual cases that would otherwise go unreported, 
it also helps build a clearer picture of  the number 
and types of  incidents experienced by different 
communities. This information can then be used to 
develop strategies to combat racism in the places 
where it is most likely to occur.



Need more information?

Contact the Commission:

Enquiry Line 1300 292 153 or (03) 9032 3583 
Fax  1300 891 858 
TTY  1300 289 621 
Interpreters 1300 152 494 
Email  information@veohrc.vic.gov.au 
Website humanrightscommission.vic.gov.au

Accessible formats

This publication is available to download from 
our website at humanrightscommission.vic.gov.
au/resources in PDF and RTF. Please contact the 
Commission if  you require other accessible formats. 

We welcome your feedback!

Were these resources useful? Easy to use? Would you 
like to see something else included? Please email us 
at communications@veohrc.vic.gov.au.

Published by the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights 
Commission, Level 3, 204 Lygon Street, Carlton Victoria 3053. May 2013.

Disclaimer: This information is intended as a guide only. It is not a substitute 
for legal advice.

Technology can be used to fight hate

While social media has been identified as a site 
for racial and religious hate, it can also be part of  
the solution when it provides strong examples of  
community members intervening and standing up to 
racist views.

To respond to these issues as they were raised with 
us during this project, the Commission launched the 
Anti-Hate website and campaign in September 2012.

This campaign aims to promote greater community 
awareness around the seriousness of  racism and 
other prejudice motivated conduct. The website is 
a tool to encourage people to share their stories of  
confronting racism, as well as other forms of  hate, 
in order to build community capacity and skills to 
respond to incidents when they occur.

Visit the site at antihate.vic.gov.au.

Next steps
Reporting racism: what you say matters sets out 
eight key actions the Commission will undertake in 
partnership with other agencies to respond to the 
issues raised. These actions are to:

1.  Collaborate with Victoria Police and the 
Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service to trial 
a third party reporting system, using the 
Commission’s anti-hate website as the access 
point. Following this initial trial, we intend to 
extend the program to other communities. 

2.  Extend the Commission’s Anti-Hate campaign 
to include a phone app, in addition to the 
existing website.

3.  Work with key agencies, including Public 
Transport Victoria and transport providers 
to support bystanders using Anti-Hate as a 
vehicle for bystander action.

4.  Partner with schools, youth groups, sporting 
organisations, local governments, employers 
and other agencies to promote and implement 
the Anti-Hate campaign messages into 
existing programs and curriculum. 

5.  Work with government agencies (such as 
VicHealth) to incorporate information on 
promoting bystander action into existing 
training packages. 

6.  Develop an online resource to build a richer  
community understanding and appreciation 
of  Aboriginal identity, culture and history 
in Victoria, and in so doing break down 
stereotypes and misinformation.

7.  Work with community groups to deliver 
targeted community information sessions 
about rights, available avenues for redress, 
where and to whom to report, the potential 
benefits of  reporting and the possible 
outcomes.

8.  Use the evidence from the Commission’s 
Healthy Workplaces project (funded by 
VicHealth) to develop new strategies to 
address discrimination in the workplace.

The term ‘racism’ is used in the report. This 
provides a shorthand way to describe the wide 
range of  circumstances that the Commission 
discovered in this research – including conduct 
motivated by racial or religious hatred.

Need more information?
Download the full report from 
humanrightscommission.vic.gov.au/resources or 
contact us for a printed copy on communications@
veohrc.vic.gov.au or 1300 891 848.


