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Dear Members of the Committee
Review of the Exposure Draft Legislation: Combatting Antisemitism, Hate and Extremism Bill 2026

Universities Australia unequivocally condemns antisemitism in all its forms and is committed to
ensuring that Australia’s universities are safe and respectful environments for Jewish students, staff
and communities. We have reiterated this commitment following the devastating Bondi terror attack,
which has underscored the serious and ongoing threat posed by hatred, extremism and violence.

This event has shocked our country and reinforced the urgent need for deep reflection, understanding
and decisive action to address the scourge of antisemitism. Our hearts remain with the Jewish
community, particularly with the families and loved ones of those killed and injured, in the wake of this
senseless and unthinkable tragedy.

University campuses, like the wider community, are not immune to instances of antisemitism and
other forms of hatred. We recognise that many groups on campuses, as in our broader society, face
unacceptable discrimination, hate speech or harassment. We note, in particular, that many First
Nations colleagues and students have been subject to racism over an extended time and that we need
to do more to ensure all Australians are protected, regardless of their race, religion or background.

We appreciate the opportunity to comment on the Exposure Draft of the Combatting Antisemitism,
Hate and Extremism Bill 2026 (the Bill). We acknowledge and support the Albanese government’s
efforts to respond decisively to antisemitism, hate speech, hate groups and extremist violence, and
recognise the importance of maintaining social cohesion to keep all Australians safe. While this
legislation is a direct response to the Bondi terror attack and the scourge of antisemitism, it is
important to note that the Bill is wide-ranging and impacts on all Australians.

Given the limited timeframe for this inquiry, we don’t seek to comment on most provisions of the
proposed legislation. We do, however, note that substantial changes to the limits of freedom of speech
and expression ordinarily benefit from careful consultation and refinement, to ensure they operate as
intended and do not give rise to unintended consequences.

We welcome the recognition in the Bill of legitimate academic, artistic and cultural activities as
defences to a number of proposed offences. For example, there is a defence on page 34 of the
Exposure Draft as follows:

40 Subsection 80.2H(9) of the Criminal Code

Repeal the subsection, substitute:



A

Defences—religious, academic, educational, artistic, literary, scientific or
journalistic purpose

(9) Subsection (1) does not apply to a person if a reasonable person would consider
that:
(a) the conduct mentioned in paragraph (1)(a) is engaged in for a purpose that
is:
(i) a religious, academic, educational, artistic, literary or scientific
purpose; and
(i) not contrary to the public interest; or

(b) the conduct mentioned in paragraph (1)(a) is engaged in for the purposes
of making a news report, or a current affairs report, that:

(i) is in the public interest; and

(ii) is made by a person working in a professional journalistic capacity.

These provisions are consistent with existing legislative and regulatory frameworks governing higher
education, including the Higher Education Support Act 2003, which requires higher education
providers to have and enforce policies that uphold freedom of speech and academic freedom, and the
Higher Education Standards Framework (Threshold Standards) 2021, which requires universities to
foster an environment that protects academic freedom and freedom of intellectual inquiry. These
frameworks reflect the Parliament’s longstanding recognition of the importance of academic freedom
and freedom of speech in the university context.

We note that this defence does not apply to proposed section 802BF of the Bill, relating to hate
speech. We recognise that academic freedom does not extend to the promotion or endorsement of
hate speech. However, universities are required to facilitate rigorous examination of complex,
contested and, at times, divisive issues and the provision may have a chilling effect on such debate,
particularly given the lowered threshold for a determination that a communication is hate speech. The
inclusion of a consistent academic and cultural defence in this provision would help ensure that
academic teaching, research and debate done in good faith are not inadvertently captured, particularly
if elements of the offence are interpreted broadly.

Thank you for considering our submission. We are committed to working constructively with
government, the Parliament, the Jewish community and all other groups and sectors to combat
antisemitism and all forms of hatred and racism, while upholding universities’ legal and principled
obligations to protect freedom of speech and expression. If we can be of further assistance, please
don’t hesitate to email ceo-office@uniaus.edu.au.

Yours sincerely

Mr Luke Sheehy
Chief Executive Officer
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