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Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
Submitted by email: hrc-sr-indigenous@un.org  
20 March 2026  

Dear Colleagues,  

 
Call for Input: Country Visit to Australia from 2 to 13 November 2026 by the Special 

Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
 
 
Sincere best wishes for the preparations, visit and outcomes of the Special Rapporteur’s 
upcoming Country Visit to Australia.  
 
We acknowledge the traditional owners of Country throughout Australia and express our 
respect to them, their culture and their Elders past, present and emerging. 
 
This submission recommends including place, location and geography as cross-cutting 
themes in relation to the rights of Indigenous Peoples in Australia.  

Submission  

About the 4Rs Network 

The National Regional, Rural, Remote and Very Remote Community Legal Network (4Rs 
Network) promotes access to justice in regional, rural, remote and very remote (4Rs) areas. 
The Network’s vision of Justice where we live. Every community. Every person. 
Everywhere - reflects that solutions must be present to ensure equality, wellbeing and rights 
wherever people are in Australia.  

The Network consists of about 85 community-based legal assistance services, networks and 
peaks, most provide legal and related assistance in or to 4Rs areas. This includes 
participating Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations (ACCOs) and non-Indigenous 
organisations.  

https://clcs.org.au/4rs-network/
https://clcs.org.au/4rs-network/
mailto:hrc-sr-indigenous@un.org
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There are members in each Australian state and territory and while most members are in 
inner regional, outer regional, remote or very remote areas the membership includes city-
based efforts and services with state-wide or national service areas and national peaks with 
city-based operations. Accordingly, the Network connects members across Very Remote, 
Remote, Outer and Inner Regional and Major Cities1 and all Modified Monash Model areas.2  

Australia’s geography and human rights inclusion 
1. Australia is the sixth largest country in the world by landmass and one of the most 

urbanised,3 While Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are located in city, 
regional, rural, remote and very remote areas, Indigenous people make up an 
increasing proportion of the population as distance from the main cities increases. 4 

 
2. In general terms socio-economic disadvantage in Australia increases with distance 

from the main metro centres, as shown on the map below: 5 
 

 
 

 
1 Australian Bureau of Statistics. (Jul2021-Jun2026). Remoteness Areas. ABS. Released 21 March 
2023 
2 Department of Health, Disability and Ageing, Modified Monash Model (2026) (Webpage) 
3 World Bank, 'Land area (sq. km)', DataBank (Webpage, 2023) 
<https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/AG.LND.TOTL.K2?most_recent_value_desc=true>; Amity 
James et al, 'Population growth and mobility in Australia: implications for housing and urban 
development policies, AHURI Final Report No. 365') <https://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/final-
reports/365>; World Bank, 'Population density (people per sq. km of land area)', DataBank (Webpage, 
2023) <https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EN.POP.DNST?most_recent_value_desc=false>. 
4 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 'Profile of First Nations people', AIHW, 16 October 2025) 
<https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/profile-of-indigenous-australians>. 
5 Robert Tanton et al, 'Dropping Off the Edge 2021: Persistent and multilayered disadvantage in 
Australia', DOTE2021 (Report, 19 November 2021) <https://www.dote.org.au/>. 

https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/standards/australian-statistical-geography-standard-asgs-edition-3/jul2021-jun2026/remoteness-structure/remoteness-areas
https://www.health.gov.au/topics/rural-health-workforce/classifications/mmm?language=en
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3. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people experience disproportionate levels of 
disadvantage and in general terms the nature and extent of disadvantage increase 
with distance from the main cities.6 

Geography used as an excuse for insufficient safety nets 
4. The causes of disproportionate disadvantage include the treatment of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander peoples under historical and contemporary settler-colonialism, 
capitalism, land use and forms of production, resource extraction and the like as well 
as factors which have blocked distribution.  
 

5. However, the causes do not excuse the lack of effective safety nets which are highly 
absent for many Indigenous people in regional, rural, remote and very remote areas. 
In broad terms the safety nets required are increasingly absent with distance from 
metro areas. This is occurring despite human rights being universal, not 
geographically contingent.  
 

6. There is a high correlation between duty-bearers failing to ensure safety nets and 
Indigenous people living with very poor socio-economic conditions in many remote, 
rural and other non-urban areas in Australia. Insufficient safety nets especially in 
remote and very remote Indigenous communities, are correlated with entrenched 
poverty, lack of food security, lack of economic, and housing security, inadequate 
health care across the life course, inadequate education, inadequate transport and 
transport links, and inadequate communications. Insufficient safety nets diminish 
living conditions, cultural security and human rights.  

 
7. Indigenous people are overrepresented in the justice system, child protection, as 

victims and survivors of violence, in health statistics and in rates of reliance on social 
security. Indigenous people experience burdens of disease and disability at higher 
rates, and like most other patterns these also have a geographic dimension with 
greater prevalence as distance from the cities increases. 7 

 

Countering geography as an excuse  
8. Countering how non-urban location and geography are used against Indigenous 

peoples in Australia is theme in in 4Rs Network submissions and is reflected in the 
Australian NGO Coalition Report to the Human Rights Committee for Australia’s 4th 
Universal Periodic Review.8 Examples from both are in Attachment 1 below.  
 

 
6 For wide ranging discussion and references see: Australian NGO Coalition, 'Australia's 4th Universal 
Periodic Review – 2025-26 Joint NGO Report on behalf of the Australian NGO Coalition', Australia’s 
human rights record under scrutiny through 2025-26 UN Universal Periodic Review (Report, 17 July 
2025) <https://www.hrlc.org.au/projects/universal-periodic-review-2025-26/>. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
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9. The following graphic from the Wiyi Yani U Thangani (Women’s Voices): Securing 
Our Rights, Securing Our Future Final Report 9 highlights the analysis that types of 
discrimination in Australia include ‘geographic based discrimination (urban vs 
remote)’.  
 

 
 

10. Although the above graphic did not indicate geographical discrimination as a 
structural force, it is commonly expressed to be structural by Indigenous and non-
Indigenous people facing disadvantage in non-urban areas in Australia, especially by 
Indigenous people in remote and very remote areas. This analysis is also expressed 
by a multitude of sources, social service and social justice sectors as reflected in 
analysis and extensive references in the NGO Coalition Report for Australia’s 4th 
Universal Periodic Review.10 Examples from the Report are at Attachment 1.  
 

11. That types of discrimination can include ‘rural’ (i.e. non-urban) location was 
expressed by Professor Megan Davis when Chair of the Permanent Forum on 
Indigenous Issues, when she referred to Indigenous women experiencing ‘triple 
layers of discrimination’: 
 

‘They are discriminated as women. They are discriminated as indigenous. 
They are discriminated as rural’.11  

 
 

9 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner, Wiyi Yani U Thangani (Women’s 
Voices): Securing Our Rights, Securing Our Future Final Report (Australian Human Rights 
Commission, 2020) 74. 
10 Australian NGO Coalition (n 6). 
11 Megan Davis, 'Woman, Rural And Indigenous – Breaking Triple Layers Of Discrimination' (UN 
DESA Media Release, 15 October 2015) <https://social.desa.un.org/issues/indigenous-
peoples/news/woman-rural-and-indigenous-breaking-triple-layers-of-discrimination>. 
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12. It is important to communicate how geography and geographic location are being 
used against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in remote and very remote 
areas. This includes how both are being used to purportedly justify inadequate 
responses and human rights shortfalls.  

Four frameworks which reinforce that geography is not an excuse 
 

13. The following are four frameworks that call on duty-bearers rather than blame 
Indigenous people in remote, rural and non-urban areas.  

 
• Geographic determinism – hostile geographic determinism portrays geography 

as destiny, and hardships which may come with living in certain locations as 
‘natural’ and to be expected. Geographic determinism suggests that it is ‘normal’ 
for poverty to be pervasive in remote and very remote Indigenous communities –
ultimately because of their problematic, uneconomic, hard to ‘service, locations. 
A small number of people a long way away (from the urban ‘centre’) – is how 
many of the justifications are rolled out, and that little more can be done. This 
compares with critiques by people in these communities, who call for their 
human rights to be respected. They do not accept reasons given for insufficient 
safety nets and they call on duty-bearers to deliver.12 
 

• Structural urbanism – which means that the urban is a structure not only an 
issue of population density.13 Structural urbanism could be a force for human 
rights inclusion, safety and wellbeing wherever people live, but it is frequently a 
force which contributes to hostile geographic determinism (as just described 
above) 
 

• Urban normativity – which means that the ‘urban’ is treated as the most 
present, important, influential and natural frame. This is connected to how ‘non-
urban’ is spatially, conceptually, politically and economically governed.14 For 

 
12 See for example the following statement which condemned geographic determinism: Asia Pacific 
Regional Civil Society Organisations CSW70 Forum, 'CSO Joint Statement Asia Pacific Regional 
CSO Forum on the Priority Theme for the 70th Session of the Commission on the Status of Women 
(CSW 70)', Asia Pacific Women's Watch (Statement, 27–28 January 2026) <https://apww-
slwngof.org/newsupdates/>. 
13 See the discussion by Janice Probst, Jan Marie Eberth and Elizabeth Crouch, 'Structural Urbanism 
Contributes To Poorer Health Outcomes For Rural America' (2019) 38(12) Health Affairs 1976; For 
discussion using the framework of 'spatial justice' see for example: Karen Hayes, Kristy Coxon and 
Rosalind A Bye, 'Rural and remote health care: the case for spatial justice' (2025) 25(1) Rural and 
Remote Health 1; For the use of a 'geographic equity' lens see for example: Healthy Communities 
Foundation Australia, 'Geographic Equity', HCFA website, 2025) <https://www.thcfa.org.au/geo-
equity>; World Health Organization, Operational framework for monitoring social determinants of 
health equity (World Health Organization, 2024). 
14 For example: Gregory M.  Fulkerson and Alexander R.  Thomas, Urbanormativity: Reality, 
Representation, and Everyday Life (Lexington Books, 2019); Gregory M. Fulkerson and Alexander R. 
Thomas (eds), Reimagining Rural: Urbanormative Portrayals of Rural Life (Lexington Books, 2016); 
Carole Zufferey and Donna Chung, '‘Red dust homelessness’: Housing, home and homelessness in 
remote Australia' (2015) 41 Journal of Rural Studies 13; Gregory M.  Fulkerson and Alexander R. 
Thomas, 'Urbanization, Urbanormativity, and Place-Structuration' in Gregory M.  Fulkerson and 
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example, promoting societal approaches that it is ‘normal’ if socio-economic 
disadvantage is greater in non-urban areas, particularly in remote and very 
remote areas and that non-urban populations, or those in certain areas – are 
surplus.15 
 

• Intersectionality – is often used in Australia to elaborate how people and people 
and peoples are adversely discriminated by two or more kinds of discrimination. 
Intersectionality encompasses structural discrimination, practices, norms and 
actions. However, descriptions and understandings about intersectionality in 
Australia often leave out geography, geographic location, place, remote, isolated 
or rural location completely. 16 

 
14. The 4Rs Network calls for Justice where we live. Every community. Every 

person. Everywhere. This means that human rights must be made real, wherever 
people live or area located. It means that, that duty-bearers and stakeholders must 
be educated to understand that human rights do not dissipate with distance from 
metro areas. It means that backdoor discrimination against Indigenous peoples and 
people in non-urban areas, which uses geography as a defense for lack of safety 
nets- must be called out and overcome.  

 

De-normalising geographic discrimination 
15. Currently the following are normal in Australia: 

 
• Human rights and anti-discrimination laws not to address discrimination on the 

basis of remote, very remote, rural or non-urban location – even though there is 
a high level of awareness that this discrimination is occurring.   
 

• Socially important legislation is not likely to visibly reflect where people affected 
by it are located – even though there are high risks of uneven benefits resulting 
from implementation shortfalls in remote, rural and non-urban areas unless 
special measures are applied. 
 

• Government reports, strategies, Issues Papers and those of various entities 
make no reference geographic location, or to remote, rural and non-urban areas 
– or do but it is only minor and superficial. If there is reference to geographic 
location it is typically factual (there are remote and rural areas) not conceptual 
(there are power relations, structural relations and societal practices which can 
operate against peoples and people in remote, rural and non-urban areas).  
 

 
Alexander R. Thomas (eds), Studies in Urbanormativity: Rural Community in Urban Society 
(Lexington Books/Fortress Academic, 1st ed, 2013) 8. 
15 Tania Murray Li, 'To make live or let die? Rural Dispossession and the Protection of Surplus 
Populations' (2010) 41(S1) Antipode 66. 
16 For example, see the outline of these issues in the 4Rs Network, 'Submission Disability 
Discrimination Act (Cth) Review', 4Rs Network (Submission, 28 November 2025) 
<https://clcs.org.au/4rs-network/>. 
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• Lack of geographic coverage for essential needs and services. Examples 
relating to food, housing, health and others have already been given. A further 
example is the extensive geographic gaps in access to justice, especially 
insufficient resources for coverage by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Legal 
Services. This contributes to the perpetuation of socio-economic and structural 
disadvantage across multiple domains.  

 
16. De-normalisation involves the reverse of each of these practices; it requires direct 

engagement how geography is being used, and why it is being used in these ways 
against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.  

 

Conclusion  
17. It is hoped that this submission will be of assistance in reviewing the human rights of 

Indigenous peoples and people in Australia and making recommendations which can 
help change the trajectory.  

 
 
 
Regards,  
Judy Harrison 
Co-convenor 4Rs Network  
 

Attachment 1 
 
This attachment lists the following for further background and reference: 
  

• some submissions and resources from the 4Rs Network 
• examples of how the Australian NGO Coalition UPR Report highlighted how 

geography is being used against Indigenous people in remote, very remote and rural 
areas in Australia 

• examples of language by the Australian Child Rights Taskforce to make expectations 
and requirements of human rights wherever people live explicit, present and 
operative.  

 

1.1 Examples of submissions and resources from the 4Rs Network  
The following are selected submissions and resources, for more see: https://clcs.org.au/4rs-
network/.  
 

• Submission to the review of the federal Disability Discrimination Act, 
November 202517 – highlighted lack of treatment of where people with disability are 
located in Australia, outlined failure of the approach to intersectionality, and how this 

 
17 Ibid. 

https://clcs.org.au/4rs-network/
https://clcs.org.au/4rs-network/
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is systemic. Included explanatory diagrams and references 
 

• Submission to the Productivity Commission Review of Regional Airfares, 15 
March 202618 (email attachment to this submission) – gives case studies outlining 
how insufficient safety nets are impacting the human rights, inclusion and wellbeing 
of Indigenous peoples and people and others facing disadvantage in non-urban 
areas, especially remote and very remote areas.  
 

• Federal Pre-Budget submission 30 January 202619 - highlighted geographic 
issues regarding justice and access to justice in regional, rural, remote and very 
remote areas – scale of the shortfalls, human rights and ways to address 
 

• Input into the Zero Draft of the Agreed conclusions for the UN Commission on 
the Status of Women 70th session on the priority theme of access to justice for 
women and girls 29 January 2026 20 - highlighted how drafting could better 
respond to power dynamics relating to location impacting where women and girls in 
remote, rural and other non-urban areas live. 
 

• Justice where you live: workshop with the 4Rs Network and Economic Justice 
Australia, September 202521 – workshop presented at the Community Legal 
Centres Australia Biennial National Conference in Canberra – power point includes 
the following:  
 

• Submission to the Standing Committee on Health, Aged Care and Disability, Inquiry into 
the thriving kids initiative October 202522 - outlined human rights, inclusion, wellbeing, 
principles for the Thriving Kids initiative in relation to children, carers and others affected in 
regional, rural, remote and very remote areas. 
 

• Submission on legal assistance workforce in Northern Australia to the federal 
parliamentary inquiry into Northern Australia Workforce Development, 8 
November 2024 23 - outlined serious workforce issues affecting all legal assistance 

 
18 4Rs Network, 'National Regional, Rural, Remote and Very Remote Community Legal Network 
Submission to the Productivity Commission Inquiry into the Determinants of Regional Airfares', 
Productivity Commission (Submission, 15 March 2026) <https://assets.pc.gov.au/2026-03/sub095-
regional-airfares.pdf?VersionId=VpBQpjf8vJmnLiAGRO.VsU0z8VNv1m.B>. 
19 4Rs Network, '4Rs Network 2026-7 Federal Pre-Budget Submission', Community Legal Centres 
Australia (Submission, 30 January 2026) <https://clcs.org.au/4rs-network/>. 
20 4Rs Network, 'Input by noon Thursday 29 January 2026 by the National Regional, Rural, Remote 
and Very Remote Community Legal Network', Community Legal Centres Australia (Input, 29 January 
2026) <https://clcs.org.au/4rs-network/>. 
21 4Rs Network and Economic Justice Australia, 'Justice where you live', The Law and More: National 
Community Legal Centres Conference (PowerPoint, 2–5 September 2025) <https://clcs.org.au/4rs-
network/>. 
22 4Rs Network, 'Submission to the Standing Committee on Health, Aged Care and Disability, Inquiry 
into the thriving kids initiative', Submissions (Web page, 3 October 2025) 
<https://www.aph.gov.au/DocumentStore.ashx?id=ec05dfb9-371e-4490-8c6c-
6ce66e3f67e0&subId=779195>. 
23 4Rs Network, 'Submission to the inquiry into Northern Australia Workforce Development', 
Submissions (Submission, 8 November 2024) 
<https://www.aph.gov.au/DocumentStore.ashx?id=8c40cf55-7d4a-4a6c-8418-
921937165edd&subId=769503>. 
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sectors, justice and access to justice in Northern Australia and contributors including 
lack of a National Regional, Rural, Remote and Very Remote Access to Justice 
Strategy, lack of a Northern Australia and Australia wide Workforce Plans addressing 
non-urban areas – highlighted effects on human rights, justice and access to justice 
especially for Indigenous peoples and people. 
 

• Submissions concerning social security in non-urban areas including 
geographic profiling - without assessment of individual circumstances in relation to 
compulsory income management which is disproportionately related to Indigenous 
people and without effective access to social security legal assistance.24  
 

• Submissions concerning the National Disability Insurance Scheme in remote, rural 
and regional areas 25 - including major implementation issues, lack of geographic 
access to independent advocacy and community based legal assistance. Alarming 
Darwin Community Legal Service in the Northern Territory has recently highlighted 
the rorting and abuse of the NDIS allocations to Aboriginal people with disability in 
remote and very remote communities in the Northern Territory highlighting lack of 
contextual planning, delivery arrangements and oversight. 26  
 

 

1.2 Examples of calls to address geographic discrimination by the NGO 
Coalition’s Report dated 17 July 2025 for Australia’s 4th Universal 
Periodic Review  
 
The following are some annotated screen shots from the Report27 relating to addressing 
duty-bearer failures towards, and/or adversely affecting, Indigenous people in non-urban 
areas.  

 
24 4Rs Network, 'Submission to the Parliamentary Joint Committee on Human Rights Inquiry into 
Enhanced Income Management and Compulsory Income Management for Compatability with Human 
Rights', 4Rs Network (Submission, 22 March 2024) <https://clcs.org.au/4rs-network/>; For systemic 
justice issues relating to women and social security in non-urban areas, including remote and very 
remote communities, see: Economic Justice Australia, 'Social Security for Women Outside Our Cities 
- Part 1: Service Delivery Barriers', Reports, May 2025) <https://www.ejaustralia.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/Womens-access-project-report-FINAL_All-Chapters.pdf>; Economic Justice 
Australia, 'Social Security for Women Outside Our Cities Part 2: Issues of Eligibility', Research 
Reports, August 2025) <https://www.ejaustralia.org.au/social-security-for-women-outside-our-cities-
issues-of-eligibility-report-2-of-3/>. 
25 4Rs Network, 'Submission to the Joint Standing Commitee on the National Disability Insurance 
Scheme Inquiry into NDIS partcipant experience in rural, regional and remote Australia', Submissions 
(Submission, 8 March 2024) <https://clcs.org.au/4rs-network/ and https://clcs.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2024/05/8-March-24-4Rs-with-endorsements-included-16-April-24-Network-NDIS-
RRRR-submission-combined.pdf>. 
26 Darwin Community Legal Service, Integrated Disability Action Inc. and Disability Advocacy Service, 
'Submission: Curbing Sharp Practices in the Northern Territory’s NDIS Market Submission: Curbing 
Sharp Practices in the Northern Territory’s NDIS Market', Darwin Community Legal Service 
(Submission, November 2025) <https://www.dcls.org.au/news/ndis-sharp-practises-in-the-nt>. 
27 Australian NGO Coalition (n 6). 
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Part of footnote 275 
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1.3 Australian Child Rights Taskforce 
 
The Australian Child Rights Taskforce submission in relation to the call for inputs by the 
Committee on the Rights of the Child on the draft General Recommendation 27 Children’s 
Rights to Access to Justice and Effective Remedy28 promoted and included drafting which 
aimed to reflect and ensure the rights of children wherever they live or are located. This 

 
28 Australian Child Rights Taskforce, 'Submission to the United Nations Committee on the Rights of 
the Child on the Draft General Comment 27 on Access to Justice', Our Work (Submission, June 2025) 
<https://childrightstaskforce.org.au/our-work/  and https://www.ohchr.org/en/calls-for-input/2025/call-
submissions-draft-general-comment-no-27-childrens-right-access-justice>. 
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emphasised that  
 

• human rights, and a human rights-based approach means geographic inclusion, 
• language and technical effort are required to achieve this, and  
• It’s possible to craft concise and direct language for this purpose.  

 
The inclusions of particular note are highlighted green in the following screen shots:  
 
p. 2 

 
 p. 3 

 
p. 4 
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p. 5 
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