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'Burka ban' - not parliament's finest hour 

BBC News (20.10.2014) http://www.bbc.com/news/world-australia-29684972 - After a 

year in Australia, I've never actually seen anyone wearing a burka, the traditional Afghan 

outfit which covers a woman head to toe, with a small meshed window for the eyes to 

peer out of. 

So news earlier this month that parliament was introducing what the media branded a 

"burka ban" was something of a surprise.  

Three weeks ago amid a host of new legislation to tackle Islamic extremism, the 

Parliamentary Speaker Bronwyn Bishop announced new rules regarding "facial 
coverings". 

It came shortly after the biggest anti-terror raids in the country's history and amid 

mounting concerns about support for the group Islamic State (IS) within Australia. 

Under the new rules anyone entering parliament with their face covered would no longer 
be able to sit in the open public gallery. Instead they would be segregated and put in an 

"enclosed area".  

Although the wording of the rules meant that somebody dressed as Batman or Robin 

might find themselves in isolation, the restrictions were widely interpreted to be aimed at 

Muslim women. 

In fact, the rules were most likely to affect women who wear the niqab, a veil that covers 

the face with a slit for the eyes. But "burka ban" suited alliteration-loving headline 

writers.  

Some senators went further and said the government should ban the b-word (actually 
she meant niqab) altogether.  

Many Muslims complained they were being persecuted and that the government was 

whipping up anti Islamic sentiment. They warned of a backlash. 

There have been reports of Muslims being attacked in the street and of mosques being 
vandalised. One Egyptian friend of mine had his hand broken when he was assaulted in 

central Sydney by a man wielding a chair, saying he wanted to "kill all Muslims". 

Australia's Human Rights Commissioner Tim Wilson said that the "need for separate 

treatment in the Federal Parliament for people who wear face covering is completely 
unjustified and unnecessary". 

So on Monday, Bronwyn Bishop performed a swift U-turn, announcing the new rules 

would be scrapped. 
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Instead anyone with their face covered will have to briefly lift the covering as they pass 

through security at parliament house, something which is standard practice at airports. 

Ms Bishop now says the new rules had been introduced because of security advice that 

Muslims were planning a protest within parliament. But she refused to go into details 
about where that security advice had come from. The protest never materialised. 

The policy reversal apparently came after Prime Minister Tony Abbott suggested 

"common sense should prevail". It appears Mr Abbott was never consulted about the new 

rules in the first place.  

The fact that everyone who enters Parliament House has to pass through a body scanner 

anyway might be one element of common sense he was referring to. 

Not to mention Mr Abbott has said he's never actually seen anyone trying to enter 

parliament wearing a niqab, let alone a burka.  

Without doubt it has not been the Australian parliament's finest hour. Parliamentary rules 

seem to have been made up without any real consultation. 

 

Victoria bans religious groups from running prayer 
groups, handing out Bibles in state schools 

Australian Broadcasting Company (01.08.2014) - Victoria has banned religious 

organisations from running prayer groups, handing out Bibles and delivering other 

unauthorised information sessions in state schools during school hours. 

The directive has been issued by the Education Department under recent changes to the 

delivery of Special Religious Instruction (SRI) to students in public schools. 

A government spokeswoman said the directive only affected religious activities that were 

run by unaccredited teachers or external groups. 

But Dan Flynn from the Australian Christian Lobby said the guidelines appeared to cover 

all activities by students. 

"In the SRI policy, the formal wording appears to ban prayer groups, youth groups, 

clubs, info sessions or workshops," Mr Flynn said. 

"It says that those forums or the events constitute promotion of specific religions in 
schools outside SRI and are not permitted. 

"It's one thing to say that education in state schools should be secular - we agree with 

that - but it's quite another step to drive any religion out of schools, particularly at lunch 

time when the children are free to form their own clubs and do their own activities. 

"This is a serious limitation on freedom of association, freedom of religion for high school 

students and state school students." 

Parent Lara Wood from Fairness In Religions In Schools (FIRIS) said the claim that 

students' rights were being infringed was "absurd". 



"It's not against any individual students of faith expressing their faith or bringing a Bible 

into school and praying," Ms Wood said. 

"These new clarifications of the law are saying that religious groups and corporations can 

not use our schools as mission fields to come in and use the schools as an extension to 
operate their youth ministry. 

"This is really no different then if the Minister of Education said to the Liberal or Labor 

Party that you can't go into schools at lunch time and hold political rallies." 

Distributing Bibles to students banned in schools 

The changes to the religious instruction policy were prompted by a report that found the 

state's key provider Access Ministries had breached its guidelines by handing out a so-

called "Biblezine" containing homophobic material. 

Under the guidelines, which came into effect this month, accredited instructors are 
permitted to teach a maximum of 30 minutes religious instruction per week, as part of 

the scheduled curriculum. 

But the Government's School Policy Advisory Guide stated that religious instruction could 

not be taught in schools outside of these approved classes. 

SRI cannot and does not take the form of prayer groups, youth groups, clubs, 
information sessions, or workshops... Any other forums or activities as noted above, 

would constitute promotion of specific religions in schools outside SRI, and are not 

permitted. 

It would also be against the guidelines for anyone, including approved providers, to 
distribute "religious texts (e.g. Bibles)". 

However the rules would not stop students from learning about religious celebrations, 

such as Christmas, Eid or Hanukkah. 

Students may be taught about a religious celebration, festival, special event etc., as part 
of the general religious education curriculum at a school by government school teachers. 

This may include recognition of and educational activities relating to key religious 

celebrations such as Christmas, Eid, Hanukkah and others. 

And students would not be prevented from praying. 

For the avoidance of doubt, students engaging in prayer in observation of their religion at 

lunchtimes is not SRI as there is no element of "instruction". 

Such prayer cannot be led, conducted by or at the instruction of staff or 

parents/visitors/volunteers. 

Ms Wood said under the new guidelines, parents must also now give their written consent 
for their children to attend SRI via a new government-approved form. 

She said that while religious instruction had been opt-in in Victoria since 2011, the new 

forms would make it clear to parents the difference between religious education and 

instruction. 



"Many parents have been under the false impression that it's education about many 

religions, and we've always believed that once parents know the facts they'll make an 

informed choice," Ms Wood said. 

"It does give informed consent now to parents and lets them know that it is instruction in 
how to live according to that particular faith that they're learning about, not education." 

 


