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Please allow me to add my acknowledgement of the Traditional Owners of the land on which 
we meet tonight, the Boon Wurrung and Woiwurrung (Wurundjeri) peoples of the Kulin 
Nation and to pay my respects to Elders past, present and emerging. 
 
Distinguished guests and convenors, thank you for the opportunity to address your audience. 
I am with you tonight to thank you for your work and let you know that we can face the many 
challenges ahead as a nation together, and succeed, through the power of compassion, 
generosity of spirit, respect for all and with an aspirational vision of who we wish to be. 
 
That is to say through a system of fundamental rights enshrined in law, applied through a 
prism of humanitarian values. 
 
Having lent my support to Amnesty over the past year and Human Rights Watch through 
sport and human rights more recently, been involved with social programs for homeless, 
indigenous children and refugee children over several decades, I’ve seen first hand the 
difficulty of your work, the emotional toll, the deep caring nature of everyone within the 
industry and can tell you, what you do is incredibly important to our own humanity, and in 
playing our part in the global good. 
 
So let us take this chance to share an uplifting story about what can be achieved in the name 
of compassion and humanity in a successful campaign to #SaveHakeem that showed the 
world what we can do together. First, though, a broader view from the stands, before we 
return to the sporting field. 
 
Whilst Australia has much to be triumphal about including a parliamentary democracy and 
the implied Constitutional right to voice our political views  so often denied elsewhere 1

around the world, as we’ll shortly touch on, these foundations require constant attention and 
it is centres like this which must ensure the rights that Australians take for granted are 
protected and expanded. 
 

1 Australian Capital Television Pty Ltd v Commonwealth (1992) 177 CLR 106 (‘ACTV’); Nationwide News Pty 
Ltd v Wills (1992) 177 CLR 1 (‘Nationwide’). 
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And it’s time to honestly admit that Australia has veered a long way from the path that all of 
us here, and I believe the majority of Australians and most politicians across the spectrum 
from my experience earlier this year, can accept in terms of basic social justice, particularly 
vulnerable people requiring the protection of a new country. 
 
That we have placed human beings in offshore camps for years on end and criminalised those 
who would report conduct carried out in all our name under the Border Force Act  four years 2

ago (which, we should remember had bipartisan support) and in onshore facilities lacking 
basic care  just because they are seeking asylum is soul destroying. The nation’s soul, that is. 3

 
I’ll not purport to speak for others however it cannot be possible for my sport to stand by 
without action when we have revered my former colleague, Laszlo Urge, the iconic football 
broadcaster and hold Socceroo, Awer Mabil, an extraordinary young man now using his gifts 
to help other refugees abroad, as a beacon of opportunity realised. 
 
No human being can be worth less than another. This has to be the underpinning, immutable 
rule of a civilised society. 
 
Perhaps of most concern in the Australian context is the intersection of two issues on which 
our record is most worrying. 
 
As droughts affect food security, extreme weather places the lives and property of more 
human beings at risk and rising sea levels threaten low lying nations, we can expect the 
number of globally displaced people to far exceed reported figures of around 70 million at 
present by the UNHCR.  What, Australia will need to ask, do we do then? 4

 
As we see the human cost multiply and the devastating effect that loss of hope, ambition and 
connection with family and friends has on a human being, it has left us wondering, where to 
next? 
 
To maintain strength of purpose and reinforce the importance of your work to protect and 
advocate for all, is where, to get the message out that Australia can do better, we can be better 
and need not continue down the path through which people have been harmed. 
 
I am inordinately optimistic by nature, and about our nature, and driven to see Australia reach 
its full potential socially, economically and competitively, all three of which intersect and 

2 Border Force Act 2015 (Cth). 
3 Australian Human Rights Commission, ‘Commission Releases Immigration Detention Inspection Reports’, 20 
Nov 2018 
<https://oldahrc.humanrights.gov.au/news/stories/commission-releases-immigration-detention-inspection-report
s-1> (Accessed Friday, 17 May 2019). 
4 UNHCR, ‘Figures at a Glance’ <https://www.unhcr.org/en-au/figures-at-a-glance.html> (Accessed Friday, 17 
May 2019). 
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believe that we can regain our famous spirit of endeavour and global leadership of 71 years 
ago. 
 
My field is sport and my conscience had led to advocacy for human rights, most particularly 
where the two traverse. Whereas before, however, sports’ impact on children’s rights to play 
and on a nation’s health, wellbeing and sense of itself were the focus, it has now also become 
a vehicle for articulating, protecting and increasing access to basic rights of all, both here and 
around the world. My appreciation of the role of sport is all the richer for being both within, 
and without, seeing its unique potential from different perspectives. 
 
A love for broadcasting and evangelising the game, which go hand in hand only grows but 
now I feel a strong responsibility to enhance the rights of all within football, and to see sport 
used to progress the global human rights agenda. 
 
I am here tonight to say that upholding the basic civil, political and human rights of 
Australians and all we come into contact with are critically important to the accretion of our 
national personality and that we can create a nation that leads the world in caring, in 
progressive thinking, values and action and to become a leading global citizen. 
 
Sport must accept its share of the load. 
 
But for the present, let us celebrate. Come back with me to 27 November, last year. A 25 year 
old, Bahraini refugee and football player for Pascoe Vale embarked on his long awaited 
honeymoon with his excited young wife. 
 
On landing in Bangkok, authorities boarded the plane with paperwork from Bahrain, from 
where Hakeem al-Araibi’s participation in a peaceful pro-democracy protest in Manama in 
2011 led to his detention on the tarmac seven years later and so began a 77 day saga of 
incarceration, protest, claim and counterclaim in which Australia, ultimately covered itself in 
glory. 
 
A campaign that began with Hakeem al-Araibi’s club, State Federation, our player’s union 
and ended with much of the world’s football community, and Australians standing as one for 
the rights of this young man was a triumph in people power, in compassion and in Aussies 
refusing to give ground on an issue about which we felt fiercely determined.  
 
It was also a very public demonstration of what can happen when the sport and human rights 
community works together. 
 
We had Amnesty Australia, Human Rights Watch, Refugee Councils and NGO’s, the Asia 
Pacific Refugee Rights Network (APRRN), the Gulf Institute for Human Rights and 
Democracy (GIDHR), the Bahrain Institute for Rights and Democracy (BIRD), the Centre for 
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Sport and Human Rights in Geneva, World Players United (the global athletes’ union), 
FIFPro (the global footballer’s union), FIFA and the UN all collaborating, sharing, 
advocating and lobbying.  
 
No wonder Hakeem is free. 
 
The world came to see, I like to think, the true egalitarian nature of Australia and got perhaps 
too rare a glimpse of our true character, when we see a young man as just another human 
being as worthy as you and I, irrespective of difference of any kind. 
 
If we reflect on the reality that Hakeem was a muslim, refugee we might say that in one sense 
he represented a cohort which has a right to feel misrepresented in recent years. Certainly the 
most recent Social Cohesion Index from the Scanlon Foundation distils the unease of Muslim 
Australia into statistics that say as much.  5

 
Therefore, perhaps Hakeem represents hope for us all, a beacon of light that we can focus on, 
that will light a path to a better country, and world. 
 
Hakeem did not arrive by sea but by air, and that was his great fortune it seems but his case 
also demonstrates why and how sport can so greatly and positively influence public opinion, 
can articulate vexed issues in a different voice and potentially could contribute much to the 
tens of millions of Hakeem’s around the world. 
 
Take the beautiful game that has occupied so much of my life with over 250 million 
participants globally, if we uphold and protect their human rights, how much better will the 
world be? 
 
But we can go further. 
 
What about the billions who support the game, the 211 member nations of FIFA, the 
countries which hold the numerous football tournaments, male and female, able and disabled 
every year. If those countries are held to the highest standards as part of their membership of 
this vast community, we are truly striking a blow for humanity. Without even the Olympic 
games and countless other sports to multiply these effects. 
 
That is the future. 
 
Sport and human rights cannot, and should never be separated. My rights as an athlete are not 
suspended as I cross the white line, not sold to commercial partners, not traded for political 
influence. They are intact, or they should be. 

5 Scanlon Foundation, ‘2018 Mapping Social Cohesion Surveys’ 
<https://scanlonfoundation.org.au/mapping-social-cohesion/> (Accessed 16 May 2019). 
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Presently, the largest sport in the world faces a moral reckoning in this respect, whether 
through: 
 

● the migrant workforce in Qatar and oppressive labor conditions presently under 
scrutiny ahead of the FIFA 2022 World Cup; 

● sexual abuse of female footballers by officials in Afghanistan, one of whom was 
recently elected to the Board of the Asian Football Confederation despite being under 
suspension pending investigation; 

● the whitewashing of abusive regimes through acquisition of sporting events such as 
F1, cycling and football in the UAE, Bahrain and Saudi Arabia and the continued 
existence of capital punishment in the USA, given hosting rights to the 2026 FIFA 
World Cup; and 

● in the immediate term, the forced exclusion of an Armenian player for the UEFA 
Europa League Final in Azerbaijan through an unwillingness to hold the host 
Government to account or, alternatively to assess the host country against human 
rights benchmarks. 

 
In recent days, there are positive signs of a shift as FIFA shelved plans to increase the 2022 
World Cup by a further 16 teams in part because of concerns voiced by the sport and human 
rights movement regarding proposed joint hosting arrangements with the UAE, Kuwait or 
Saudi Arabia. Other factors were more determinative, of course, but human rights were at the 
table. 
 
Back home, we are at heart a generous, giving and community-minded country as we proved 
during Hakeem’s ordeal and, at the risk of trivialising the complex nature of what it means to 
be Australian in an increasingly diverse country, the manner in which we prosecuted 
Hakeem’s case publicly, and privately was, in my view, quintessentially Australian. 
 
And our ultimate success was due in no small part to this approach predicated on well known 
Aussie qualities and some we need to recover like irreverence, solidarity, strength of purpose 
and an iron strong will to protect those who are mistreated in any way. 
 
Australians led a campaign that withstood incredible wealth and influence, royalty and a 
military junta and we measured everyone involved in this sordid tale through the lens of 
equality between all people, and religions. 
 
Royal or not, title or none, to Australians, it’s all the same. 
 
Since the recent campaign to free Hakeem, I’ve been deeply moved by the number of people 
needing help, the personal stories of suffering and it is taking an adjustment to come to terms 
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with, I can tell you. There’s an overwhelming sense of guilt in not being able to campaign for 
everyone and now I understand the choices that you have to make every day. 
 
It’s heart-wrenching to see what human beings can do to each other, especially if you know 
that we can make a difference. I had the extraordinary privilege of playing 29 times for my 
country which I carry with me every day with deep pride and, yet, I would give every 
appearance, my whole career to help one person from  Manus and Nauru reach safety, to get 
back to their loved ones or one vulnerable person on the street, one indigenous child a chance 
at achieving their dreams. 
 
Sport gives us a name, a profile, a platform but it is of no value, but memories, if we do not 
use it to help others. 
 
It's for these reasons that I'm pleased to see organisations like the Human Rights Law Centre 
embarking on work that will build community support to bring an Australian Charter of 
Human Rights not just onto the political agenda, but to life. Simultaneously, I would urge our 
sporting bodies to add our support. 
 
Because the human rights community can't always play defence, cannot spend all our time 
freeing Hakeem and everyone like him in an endless cycle, as important as this work is. We 
need to also progress a positive agenda and secure the structural change that will deliver a 
fairer and more compassionate Australia and avoid so many of the worrying issues we see 
today. 
 
Your job, and mine, is to ensure that in future the courageous, heroic young man, Hakeem 
al-Araibi and all like him can rely on Constitutional and judicially-protected human rights 
and freedoms. Whether in sport, or otherwise. 
 
And to create an Australia where all are cared for, and our national conscience is set free. 
 
Thankyou. 
 
Craig Foster 
Former Australian International (Socceroos) 
Life Member and former Chairman, Professional Footballers Australia 
Refugee and Human Rights Ambassador, Amnesty International 
Australia Committee, Human Rights Watch 
Advisory Board, Australian Institute of Human Rights, University of New South Wales 
Australian Multicultural Council 
Director, John Moriarty Football (indigenous children program) 
Ambassador, Football United, UNSW School of Community Health and Medicine (refugee 
children) 
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