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If this is a group submission, briefly describe the objectives and activities or affiliation of your organisation. 

The committee’s task is to help the church to reflect faithfully the truth given to us in Jesus Christ. Within the framework of Christian witness the aims of the committee include making submissions in the name of the committee to public committees, commissions of enquiry, etc., on matters which the committee considers significant.
Approximately how many members are in your organisation?
Eleven members
Is your organisation affiliated with or associated with any religious or interfaith or civil or community organisations?
The Uniting Church in Australia
Is your organisation an interfaith organisation?
No
Have you participated in any interfaith service or activity during 2007/2008?  If so, give details.

Two members of the committee belong to the ad hoc interfaith committee in Victoria. Involvement included writing submissions to members of parliament regarding the Physician Assisted Dying Bill (2008) and the Victorian Law Reform Commission Abortion Bill (2008).
Is there an interfaith body in your area, either locally or regionally? Please give the name and location.

As above, ‘Ad Hoc Interfaith Committee’
Did you participate in any of the group consultations held in all states and territories for this report?

No
Areas of concern regarding the freedom to practice and express faith and beliefs

We, the members of the Committee on Bioethics, Uniting Church in Australia (Synod of Victoria) believe the following clause in the Victorian Abortion Law Reform Act 2008 section 8(1) is a gross denial of freedom of religion and belief in the 21st century:

If a woman requests a registered health practitioner to advise on a proposed abortion, or to perform, direct, authorise or supervise an abortion for that woman, and the practitioner has a conscientious objection to abortion, the practitioner must—

a) inform the woman that the practitioner has a conscientious objection to abortion; and

b) refer the woman to another registered health practitioner in the same regulated health profession who the practitioner knows does not have a conscientious objection to abortion.

Our reasons for this view are as follows:

1. It is in breach of the Australian Professional Code of Ethics for Nurses and Midwives practicing in Victoria, which entitles nurses to conscientiously refuse to participate in care and treatment they believe on religious or moral grounds to be unacceptable. Clause 8 (4) compels nurses to act against their conscience and is in clear violation of section 14 (2) of the Victorian Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities Act, as well as Articles 18.1 and 18.2 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 
2. We concur with the statements of ‘Doctors in Conscience Against Abortion Bill’ which states the legislation is unnecessarily coercive, placing in jeopardy health professionals’ capacity to act in conscience without threat to their clinical practice (http://ww.doctorsconscience.org.) 

3.  The Bill misrepresents referral practices which are, traditionally, a partnership facilitating further care between patient, doctor and specialist.

4. The Bill ignores health professionals’ role as moral agents, reducing their role instead to that of mere functionaries of the law.

5. The Bill is inconsistent with NHMRC (National Health and Medical Research Council) guidelines, 2007; n.2.5, n.3.6.7; n.4.1.14, and n.5.9 which recognise a right to conscientious objection without disadvantage.

6. The Bill has the effect of making a health professional complicit in an action they regard as ethically and morally abhorrent.

7. The coercive nature of the Bill is the very antithesis of democracy.

8. A doctor is not compelled to refer a patient for any other procedure; there are no justifiable grounds for such compulsion with regard to abortion.

9. We concur with the views of Professor Graeme Clark AC (inventor of the bionic ear), Professor John Leeton AM (an Australian pioneer of IVF), and Professor David Clarke (a psychiatrist from Monash University) who state: ‘History records the unfortunate results of regimes that have required doctors to act against their conscience.’

10. The Bill constitutes an attack on the freedom of conscience and religion found both in the Australian Constitution and in the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights to which Australia is a signatory.

11. The restrictions enshrined in the Victorian abortion bill seem now to be in danger of incorporation into Commonwealth law. 

12. This danger (No 11 above) could be avoided if freedom of thought, conscience and religion were given the same legislative anti-discrimination protection given to race, gender, marital status, disability and sexual orientation.

13. The freedom to think and to believe is a fundamental human right; the diminishment of such rights compromises the essence of human life.

In view of these concerns we urge the Human Rights Commission to recommend to the Federal Government that the right to conscientious objection be enshrined in legislation. 

The Committee on Bioethics makes decisions on the basis of consensus, rather than by formal voting. Agreement by consensus does not necessarily imply unanimity.
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