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Dear OHCHR 

 

I am writing to you on behalf of the Australian Human Rights Commission (the 

Commission), in response to the request for information on young people and 

the right to work. I welcome this opportunity to provide information for an 

analytical report on the relationship between the right to work and the 

enjoyment of all human rights by young people, authorized by the Human Rights 

Council under resolution 37/16. 

 

This letter covers two issues arising from our work at the Commission, relevant 

to your report. 

 

The Australian Human Rights Commission and the right to work 

The Commission is an ‘A status’ national human rights institution established 

and operating in full compliance with the Paris Principles. The Commission has a 

statutory power to promote and protect human rights under the Australian 

Human Rights Commission Act 1986 (Cth) (AHRC Act). Human rights are defined in 

the AHRC Act with reference to the international instruments scheduled to or 

declared under the AHRC Act. 

The right to work is primarily set out in the International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). The Commission’s legislation (the AHRC Act) 

does not expressly include ICESCR within the definition of ‘human rights.’ 

Despite this, the Commission can exercise its functions in relation to economic, 

social and cultural rights that are included within other treaties scheduled to our 

legislation: Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against 

Women (CEDAW), Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability (CRPD), 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), Convention on the Elimination of Racial 
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Discrimination (CERD) and in relation to the functions of the Social Justice 

Commissioner and the National Children’s Commissioner. 

In a submission to the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights on 

8 May 2017, the Commission recommended that the Australian Government 

include ICESCR within the definition of human rights in the AHRC Act.1 

Young parents and the right to work 

 

As National Children’s Commissioner, I promote discussion and awareness of 

the human rights of children in Australia, undertake research or educational 

programs for promoting the enjoyment of these rights, and examine existing 

and proposed laws to ascertain whether they recognise and protect these rights. 

Each year since my commencement in 2013, I have prepared a Children’s Rights 

Report on the rights of children in Australia, including recommendations for 

action. 

My most recent Children’s Rights Report 2017 includes the results of a project 

examining the needs and rights of young parents and their children in Australia.2 

Barriers to employment and secure income were key issues raised with me in 

consultations for the project. 

I found that young parents and their children are particularly vulnerable to 

breaches of their rights to health, education and care, and are at risk of long -

term disadvantage and welfare dependency. Young parents and their children 

face distinct socio-economic challenges, including: 

 Young mothers tend to be the most socio-economically disadvantaged of 

all mothers.3 This is associated with poor educational qualifications, pre-

existing socio-economic circumstances, and the impact of raising children 

as young mothers.4 

 Young mothers have a higher likelihood of welfare dependence 

throughout their lifetime.5 Teenage mothers make up approximately one 

per cent of all single mothers in Australia but are overrepresented (at 3%) 

among recipients of Australia’s Parenting Payment.6 

 The partners of teenage mothers are more likely to be unemployed and 

poorly educated than partners of older mothers.7 

 Young mothers have lower levels of educational attainment than other 

mothers and childless women, resulting in lower levels of labour market 

participation and employment outcomes.8 

 Homelessness or having poor living conditions is common for young 

mothers — either prior to or during pregnancy or with a young child.9 

Very few of the young mothers I spoke with in face-to-face consultations had full 

or part time jobs. Some of the young fathers had jobs. It was particularly hard 
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for young mothers with preschool-aged children and no private transport to be 

working, because they were focused on caring for their children, addressing 

their own physical and mental health issues, and securing stable housing. Young 

parents told me: 

I lost my job when they found out I was pregnant, I was only six weeks. They 

asked if I was pregnant or just putting on weight. I got a text message saying I’d 

lost my job after they found out.10 

It’s hard to get a job because I don’t have formal qualifications or experience.11 

In the Report, I made a number of recommendations for action relevant to the 

right of young parents to work, including improved research and data collection. 

I recommended that the Australian Government should commission research 

into the distinct needs and characteristics of young parents that present barriers 

to employment pathways, and the kinds of targeted interventions that are most 

likely to assist in overcoming these (Recommendation 5).12 

I hope this information assists your analysis. 

Please feel free to contact Susan Newell, Senior Policy Officer, by email for 

further information: Susan.Newell@humanrights.gov.au.  

 

Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
Megan Mitchell 
National Children’s Commissioner 
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