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Dear Committee members
Inquiry into landowner protection from unauthorised filming or surveillance
RSPCA Australia thanks the Committee for the opportunity to comment on the Inquiry into
Landowner Protection from Unauthorised Filming or Surveillance.
It is important that surveillance devices legislation strikes an appropriate balance between
protecting the privacy of individuals while not unduly inhibiting the exposure of illegal and
unethical conduct in the public interest.
There have been many significant cases of animal cruelty in recent years that would never
have been brought to public attention were it not for individuals taking it upon themselves
to record the incident and bring it to public attention. Filming by activists, investigative
journalists, by-standers, and whistleblowers has stimulated intense public and political
debate which has led to widespread industry and legislative reforms that have resulted in
profoundly improved outcomes for animal welfare and indeed the sustainability of certain
industries.
Examples include:

1

•

The exposure of horrific conditions on-board five live sheep export voyages in
2017 leading to widespread industry reforms and criminal investigations; 1

•

Systemic live baiting offences in the greyhound racing industry across multiple
states resulting in multiple successful criminal prosecutions and major industry
reforms; 2

•

The operation of illegal puppy farms leading to the seizure of neglected animals
and criminal prosecutions; 3
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•

Gross animal cruelty in multiple abattoirs leading to criminal prosecutions, 4 and state-wide
regulatory reform; 5

•

Further widespread animal abuse within the live animal export trade leading to comprehensive
regulatory reforms (including the Exporter Supply Chain Assurance System) to improve animal
welfare standards and the sustainability of the trade; 6

•

Misleading and deceptive trade conduct on behalf of livestock producers leading to enforcement
action by the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission. 7

It is important that surveillance devices legislation is not drafted in such a way as to prevent the
disclosure of such information. The legislation must contain appropriate exemptions for the disclosure and
communication of material that is in the public interest. Without such exemptions the legislation may
prevent the public from knowing about matters in which it has a legitimate interest, and in some cases, a
right, to know about.
Appropriately balanced surveillance devices legislation is also in the interests of livestock and other
animal use industries. In an era of unprecedented concern for animal welfare, the best way forward for
animal industries is through increasing the transparency of their operations and continued investment in
improving animal welfare outcomes. This is the most effective way of building public trust and
confidence. Laws that stifle public and political communication and information about animal husbandry
practices are counterproductive to this objective. They only serve to generate community distrust thereby
incentivising the very behaviour they are designed to curb.
The RSPCA is strongly opposed to laws that are designed precisely to prevent the public from knowing
about animal husbandry and other practices. Legislation, dubbed ‘ag-gag laws’ in the United States has
led to
vigorous opposition, not only from the animal welfare organisations but also from a large crosssection of civil society groups. Notably, a coalition of over 70 organisations has been formed in the US to
combat the proposals consisting of groups representing civil liberties, the media and free speech,
environmental protection, workers’ rights, prosecutors, consumers and public health. 8
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