Deputy Vice-Chancellors Indigenous Committee
Response to Higher Education Standards Panel on amendments to the Higher Education Standards Framework
1. Our Position
We, the most senior Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander leaders in Australian higher education, welcome the opportunity to respond to this consultation on amendments to the Higher Education Standards Framework.
We do so as First Nations peoples, asserting our rights to self-determination, cultural authority, and Indigenous-led futures within higher education. Our leadership is institutional; our authority is cultural and sovereign. Both are relevant.
We support strengthened regulatory requirements that compel higher education providers to demonstrate an enforceable, accountable and institution-wide commitment to eliminating racism and racial discrimination.
Anti-racism must not be implied within generic equity or wellbeing provisions. It must be explicit, governed, resourced, monitored, and enforceable. 
Providers should be required to demonstrate:
· What anti-racism systems they have established.
· How those systems are governed and by whom.
· How Indigenous authority shapes decisions.
· Whether those systems measurably reduce harm and improve safety.
The Threshold Standards are designed to protect students and staff and the integrity of the sector. The evidence demonstrates that racism is undermining safety, wellbeing and participation at scale. If the anti-racism is not explicitly required and Indigenous authority embedded in governance, the Framework cannot fulfil its protective purpose.

2. Context: Racism in Australian Higher Education
Racism in universities cannot be understood outside colonisation. Universities were established within colonial logics that marginalised Indigenous peoples and knowledges. That structural inheritance persists.  Universities have a responsibility to acknowledge and critically reflect on its colonial logic as it relates to its disciplines and how the social contract of race shapes and informs knowledge production historically and within the current university eco-system.
The Racism@Uni study confirms racism is systemic, not incidental. Eighty-one percent of First Nations respondents reported direct or indirect racism. Direct interpersonal racism is reported at more than double the sector-wide rate. The wellbeing impacts are severe and disproportionate. The original national work to examine racism in universities emerged from longstanding evidence of anti-Indigenous racism. Recent antisemitism and other forms of racial hatred must be addressed explicitly and decisively. However, reforms must not erase the structural and foundational nature of anti-Indigenous racism in Australia. It would be a serious omission to reform anti-racism standards in Australia without centring Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, when the first and enduring violence of white supremacy was enacted on us and continues to shape institutional life. Anti-racism reform must be intersectional while recognising that obligations to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples arise from our status as First Peoples.
At the same time, protections must be intersectional. Safety is not divisible. Strong standards must protect all those harmed by racism, religious hatred and discrimination, while explicitly recognising the foundational and continuing harms of anti-Indigenous racism and the specific obligations owed to First Peoples.

3. Evidence of Impacts and the Case for Reform
The Australian Human Rights Commission’s Racism@Uni study demonstrates that racism is experienced at substantially higher levels by First Nations peoples than the sector-wide baseline. Overall, 81% of First Nations respondents reported direct and/or indirect racism. Direct interpersonal racism was reported by 36.6% of First Nations respondents—more than double the overall rate (AHRC, 2026).
Among First Nations academic staff, 57% reported direct racism. For professional staff, 41%. For students, 30%. The disparity is structural and role dependent. This is not isolated behaviour; it is patterned exposure (AHRC, 2026).
The wellbeing impacts are severe. More than seven in ten First Nations students reported negative mental health impacts. Among First Nations academic staff, the proportion exceeds four in five (AHRC, 2026). Many report diminished belonging, reduced safety, and lack of respect.
Participation by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents in the study was notably lower than proportional representation in the sector, consistent with prior studies examining racism and discrimination. This reflects longstanding distrust that racism studies translate into structural change. Low participation must not be misread as low harm. The severity, consistency and disproportionate exposure documented are aligned with national epidemiological and lived-experience evidence.
Indigenous-led research through the Mayi Kuwayu Study attributes nearly half of high psychological distress among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander adults to everyday discrimination. Racism is therefore not incidental harm, it is a large, preventable driver of population-level distress.
The evidence is clear. Racism in higher education is high-prevalence, high-impact and systemically embedded. Threshold Standards that rely on implicit equity language and discretionary goodwill are insufficient

4.  Embedding Anti-Racism Across the Standards
We support the creation of an explicit anti-racism standard; however, anti-racism must not sit in isolation, it must be embedded across the Domains of the Threshold Standards. Anti-racism must be system-wide, not symbolic. If anti-racism is confined to a single clause, it risks becoming procedural rather than structural. The Framework should require:
· Domain 1 (Student Participation and Attainment):
Explicit obligations to eliminate racism as a barrier to access, retention and completion.
· Domain 2 (Learning Environment):
Institution-wide anti-racism systems ensuring culturally safe environments, curriculum integrity and protection from racial harm.
· Domain 3 (Teaching):
Recognition and protection of Indigenous Cultural and Intellectual Property (ICIP) and embedding Indigenous knowledges appropriately and safely.
· Domain 4 (Research and Research Training):
Mandatory compliance with Indigenous research ethics frameworks, including the AIATSIS Code of Ethics, and benefit-sharing mechanisms.
· Domain 5 (Institutional Quality Assurance):
Regular monitoring of racism exposure, cultural safety and lived-experience measures.
· Domain 6 (Governance and Accountability):
Governing body oversight of racism as a material institutional risk, with Indigenous authority embedded structurally.
· Domain 7 (Representation and Information):
Transparent public reporting of racism complaints data, trends and institutional responses.

5. Core Institutional Accountability
Compliance must be measurable. Strengthened standards must require institutions to:
1. Establish an institution‑wide anti‑racism system with executive oversight.
2. Publish annual de-identified racism compliant data with trend analysis.
3. Demonstrate how racism complaints inform systemic reform.
4. Provide Indigenous-endorsed, culturally safe reporting and response pathways, with trauma-informed practice and protection from reprisal.
5. Publish annual, de-identified data on racism and discrimination complaints, including trend analysis and documented systemic responses.
6. Resource the localised initiatives and strategies to counter racism and foster inclusive systems across all its business, governance, education, research and community engagement.
Monitoring must extend beyond participation metrics to include lived experience of cultural safety, belonging and exposure. Without explicit standards, anti-racism remains optional and reactive. The following elements are essential to ensure that strengthened expectations translate into enforceable and measurable change.

6. Non-Negotiables
The following are minimum regulatory conditions:
1. A new explicit standard in Domain 2 requiring an institution-wide anti-racism system.
2. Indigenous authority embedded in governance structures 
3. Culturally safe and Indigenous-endorsed reporting mechanisms.
4. Governing body oversight of racism as institutional risk.
5. Public reporting on racism trends and institutional responses.
6. Compliance with Indigenous research ethics and ICIP protections.

7. Concluding Remarks 
Racism in Australian higher education is systemic and disproportionately borne by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. The evidence demonstrates harm at scale, including measurable impacts on safety, belonging and mental health. The current Framework relies on indirect levers and presumed goodwill. The evidence shows that this is insufficient. We recommend weaving Indigenous governance and anti-racism through the Standards to make institutional responsibility and accountability clear. Changes across the Standards would ensure greater accountability and have the potential to drive real institutional change.
Strengthened Standards must require institutions to demonstrate how racism is governed, how Indigenous authority shapes decisions, how safety is protected, and how progress is measured and enforced.
Anti-racism reform must not collapse Indigenous peoples into generic diversity categories nor substitute symbolic inclusion for sovereignty and self-determination. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are the First Peoples of this continent, with continuing cultures and governance systems. Universities have obligations not only to eliminate racism, but to enable Indigenous-led futures grounded in strength and authority.
These amendments are not aspirational. They are the minimum conditions required to address known and ongoing harm. Anything less will risk preserving the status quo.
We expect better. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples deserve better.

