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and anytime, and during COVID-19 lockdown, are usually used at home, including for
permitted private purposes.
Many employers initially scrambled to enable remote working under COVID-19 restrictions
without first evaluating whether associated monitoring was reasonable and proportionate.
Upon the re-opening of workplaces, some employers are implementing new technologies to
monitor workplace activities to address COVID-19 related health and safety concerns. As
employer-provided workplaces reopen, COVID-19 risk management and monitoring provide
an opportunity for employers to expand surveillance activities and the collection of data about
employee activities and movements.
Many employers may carefully consider the use of such activities, and those activities may be
reasonable and proportionate to address real public health or security risks. For some
business activities, for example, monitoring is becoming commonplace for quality control or
assurance, for risk management (for example, driver fatigue 3) or as a regulatory requirement.
Cyberthreats and data exfiltrations have rightly led to employer concerns about the
management of confidential and commercially sensitive information on employee devices and
through online resources that employees access and use. Moreover, humans are fallible.
Work-related data is as accessible as the weakest vulnerability point in the work data
ecosystem allows it to be found. The employee who is rogue or careless with data can create
large financial and reputational exposures for employers, through data breach liability (see for
example, Morrisons Supermarkets4) or damage from other data exfiltrations.
While there may be legitimate reasons for employers to undertake surveillance over
employees, the Law Society considers that the current workplace surveillance framework
should be reviewed and revised. This is particularly important at a time when the use of
surveillance and tracking in workplaces and elsewhere is rapidly proliferating.
Current workplace surveillance laws
NSW is one of the few Australian jurisdictions with specific legislation to regulate the
surveillance of employees in the workplace. As the Select Committee is aware, the Workplace
Surveillance Act 2005 (NSW) (WSA) sets out the circumstances in which an employer may
lawfully undertake surveillance of employees.
The WSA defines ‘surveillance’ as meaning camera, computer and tracking surveillance.5 The
WSA does not apply to surveillance by means of a listening device. 6 Camera surveillance
regulated by the WSA will also be regulated by the Surveillance Devices Act 2007 (SDA) if the
camera is used to record the audio of a private conversation.
The provisions of the WSA apply whenever employees are ‘at work’, which is defined broadly
to mean any time an employee is at the workplace, whether or not the employee is performing
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work, or any time the employee is performing work, even if they are not at the workplace (for
example, employees working from home).7
Generally, surveillance of an employee must not commence without prior notice in writing to
the employee.8 Notice must be given at least 14 days prior to the surveillance commencing,
unless the employee agrees to a lesser period of notice. 9 The WSA contains specific
requirements for notices to be present on vehicles that are the subject of tracking, for computer
monitoring policies, notices identifying that cameras are operating in the workplace and for
cameras to be visible in the workplace. The WSA also regulates the disclosure and use of
surveillance records.
Surveillance of change rooms and bathrooms, even with notice, is prohibited. 10 An employer
is also prohibited from undertaking covert surveillance of an employee while the employee is
at work for the employer unless the surveillance is authorised by a covert surveillance
authority.11 The WSA sets out the procedure to obtain such an authority.12
The WSA creates summary offences for non-compliance with various provisions of that Act,
including in relation to surveillance in changerooms and bathrooms and while an employee is
not at work; restrictions on the use and disclosure of surveillance records; and the use of covert
surveillance authorities.
Organisational accountability
Surveillance technologies and activities now commonly include listening or audio surveillance;
data surveillance (including surveillance of email communications, computer usage and
internet activities); optical or visual surveillance; tracking or location surveillance and biometric
surveillance (including fingerprints, cheek swabs, iris scans and blood).
The Law Society notes that reasonable and proportionate surveillance in a workplace can
benefit both employers and employees in many ways, including by improving the safety and
security of property and personnel; ensuring that the employer is providing a safe system of
work; increasing business efficiency and performance; enabling employee performance
management, and assisting in reducing adverse consequences of fatigue.
However, expansion of surveillance activities and the collection of data about employee
activities and movements often creates tension between an employer and employees. This
tension is often exacerbated where expansions of such activities are not fully transparent or
properly explained to employees; or because the expansion is not limited to such activities as
are reasonable, necessary and proportionate to address an identified need; or because the
activities are not conducted with proper risk assessment and the mitigation of associated risks
by implementation of reasonable controls and safeguards.
Moreover, there is currently no legal protection to ensure that surveillance activities and the
collection of data about employee activities and movements are properly evaluated by each
employer, applying a standard of reasonableness or fairness. Nor is there any requirement for
an employer to apply any test as to the necessity or proportionality of a relevant privacyaffecting act or practice of surveillance and collection of data about employees’ activities.
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In our view, human dignity requires that an individual be able to go about their life without
unreasonable or covert intrusions into what they do, why they do what they do, with whom and
where. This includes a right to go about in public (including online and in workplaces) without
unreasonable intrusions upon an individual’s ability to be a private self in public (including
online and in workplaces). This is not an absolute right, and should not prevail over other basic
human rights, such as a right to protection of health and safety, or the legitimate requirements
of an employer to ensure an efficient, safe, and secure working environment.
Our existing data privacy and surveillance laws are intended to empower individuals by
informing them how data about them may be being collected and used, and thereby enable
them to exercise a choice. This is the ‘notice and choice’, or ‘notice and consent’, framework
for data privacy and surveillance regulation. However, the capacity to choose, or withhold
consent, is significantly constrained for employees, particularly as unemployment rates rise.
In our view, ‘notice and choice’, or ‘notice and consent’ should be supplemented with an
additional requirement of demonstrated organisational accountability of an entity (such as an
employer) that is collecting, handling or disclosing personal information about the affected
individual (such as an employee), or conducting surveillance in a workplace context. An
appropriate framework would ensure that an employee is not only provided with a description
of the reason and extent of surveillance and data collection by an employer, but would also
make an employer accountable to ensure that a proposed activity of surveillance or data
collection is necessary and proportionate to achieving a reasonable outcome, with
reasonableness judged by consideration of the degree and extent of impact upon legitimate
expectations of privacy, societal interests (such as the health and safety of other individuals),
and the interests of the employer in conducting its operations in a safe and efficient workplace.
There is a range of international examples for the adoption of such an approach. For example,
we note subsection 5(3) (appropriate purposes) of the Personal Information Protection and
Electronic Documents Act of Canada (PIPEA),13 relevantly provides: ‘An organization may
collect, use or disclose personal information only for purposes that a reasonable person would
consider are appropriate in the circumstances’. In applying subsection 5(3), Canadian courts
have generally taken into consideration whether the collection, use or disclosure of personal
information is directed to a bona fide business interest, and whether the loss of privacy is
proportional to any benefit gained.14 The following factors have been stated to be relevant in
determining whether an organisation’s purpose complies with subsection 5(3):
•
•
•
•
•

the degree of sensitivity of the personal information at issue;
whether the organisation’s purpose represents a legitimate need / bona fide business
interest;
whether the collection, use and disclosure would be effective in meeting the
organisation’s need;
whether there are less invasive means of achieving the same ends at comparable cost
and with comparable benefits; and
whether the loss of privacy is proportional to the benefits.15
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While relevant in relation to general surveillance, the Law Society considers this change in
regulatory framework is particularly required in relation to workplace surveillance. There is
currently no effective regulatory oversight or control of workplace surveillance activities, which
appears to be a significant legal gap, particularly noting that the collection and use of personal
information about employees is regulated by data privacy statutes and Federal and State
privacy commissioners.
Interaction with the SDA
As noted above, the WSA does not regulate audio surveillance or the recording of private
conversations. Surveillance by means of a listening device is regulated by the SDA. This
includes listening devices attached to a camera in the workplace. Therefore, optical and audio
surveillance of employees while at work will fall under the regulation of both the WSA and
SDA.
The Law Society considers that having two separate pieces of legislation can create confusion
and dissonance. While the provisions of the WSA, particularly in relation to the notice
requirements and prohibitions around recording in changerooms and bathrooms, are important
and should be retained, we suggest a review of the legislative framework in this area, and
consideration of whether the WSA should be retained as a standalone piece of legislation, or
possibly incorporated, as a separate Division, into the SDA.
Review of the SDA framework
The Law Society notes that the SDA regulates the making and use of audio recordings in NSW
generally, beyond the regulation of workplace audio surveillance.
If feasible, we suggest the Select Committee consider the current framework under the SDA
as part of this inquiry.
We draw the Select Committee’s attention to the Queensland Law Reform Commission’s
(QLRC) recently published review of Queensland’s laws relating to civil surveillance and the
protection of privacy in the context of current and emerging technologies.16 The review
provides a comprehensive analysis of current surveillance device laws in Queensland and
recommends the adoption of a new framework for protecting an individual’s privacy from
unjustified interference from the use, or the communication or publication of information
obtained from the use, of surveillance devices. The report provides draft legislation for the
proposed regulation of the use of surveillance devices in Queensland (covering listening
devices, optical surveillance devices, tracking device and data surveillance devices). The
QLRC is currently undertaking a separate review of workplace surveillance laws.
The Law Society would support the adoption of many of the recommendations made in the
QLRC’s report, particularly in relation to the exceptions attached to the prohibitions against
use of surveillance devices or disclosure of information obtained from use of those devices.
However, the QLRC’s report proposes continuation of a notice and consent basis for
surveillance laws. For reasons outlined above, the Law Society considers that notice and
consent should be supplemented with, or replaced by, an additional requirement of
demonstrated organisational accountability. Organisational accountability requires the
creation of a legal obligation for an employer to ensure that workplace surveillance is
reasonable, necessary, and proportionate.

Queensland Law Reform Commission, “Review of Queensland’s laws relating to civil surveillance and the
protection of privacy in the context of current and emerging technologies”, Report No 77, February 2020.
16
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Harmonisation of surveillance device laws
We note the surveillance law provisions across Australian states and territories are
inconsistent and consider this creates confusion for individuals. It also creates difficulties for
businesses operating across jurisdictions, for example, in relation to telephone call recording.
The Australian Law Reform Commission has previously noted that the inconsistencies in the
provisions between jurisdictions results in ‘uncertainty and complexity, reducing privacy
protection for individuals and increasing the compliance burdens for organisations’.17
The Law Society has previously supported a uniform approach to surveillance regulation to
ensure consistency of protections across Australia. 18 We continue to support this position.
We therefore invite the Select Committee to consider the significant work undertaken by the
QLRC, and to recommend a similar approach to surveillance device regulation in NSW, but
supplemented with an additional legal obligation for an employer to ensure that workplace
surveillance is reasonable, necessary, and proportionate.
Civil remedies framework
While the WSA creates various offences for the breach of relevant provisions of that Act, the
Law Society is concerned about the practical difficulties of holding employers to account under
the current framework.
The maximum penalty for an offence under the WSA is 50 penalty units (currently $5,500),
with offences dealt with summarily. While these offences may serve as a deterrent from
wrongdoing in some instances, we query whether they are operating as intended. The Law
Society is not aware of any prosecutions made under the WSA to date and notes the difficulty,
from an evidentiary and resourcing perspective, with prosecuting such minor offences.
In these circumstances, the Law Society considers that in addition to the criminal offences
prescribed in the WSA, civil remedies should also be made available to individuals for
breaches of employers’ obligations under the WSA provisions. We would also support the
inclusion of a civil remedies regime under the SDA to supplement the existing criminal offence
regime.
We note that in its recent report, the QLRC recognised that ‘a significant shortcoming of the
current model of surveillance devices legislation in Queensland and the other jurisdictions is
the reliance on criminal prohibitions alone’.19 The QLRC recommended the adoption of a civil
remedies regime for breaches of surveillance devices legislation in Queensland, noting ‘civil
remedies provide an additional safeguard for privacy by giving affected individuals an avenue
for personal redress’.20
We note that the NSW Law Reform Commission (NSWLRC) has previously recommended
that complaints about contraventions of surveillance devices legislation should be made to the
NSW Privacy Commissioner for conciliation and, if unable to be resolved in that way, referred

Australian Law Reform Commission, “Serious invasions of privacy in the digital era”, 3 September 2014,
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to the (now) NSW Civil and Administrative Tribunal for decision.21 The NSWLRC
recommended that standing be given to a person affected by the conduct of the surveillance;
and where the surveillance has taken place in the workplace, an industrial organisation on
behalf of the employee(s) who have been affected by the conduct of surveillance. 22
The NSWLRC noted that the benefits of providing access to conciliation in the first instance,
and determination by a division of the (now) NCAT in the second instance, are several. The
conciliation process is:
•
•
•
•

readily accessible by complainants;
relatively inexpensive;
not intimidating; and
can bring flexibility and informality to bear on the resolution of complaints.23

The NSWLRC further recommended that the NSW Privacy Commissioner be given the power
to conduct inquiries and initiate investigations into surveillance-related matters, including
breaches, or threatened breaches, of the relevant legislation.24
The Law Society supports the introduction of a civil remedies framework to supplement the
existing criminal offence frameworks under both the specific workplace surveillance provisions
under the WSA, and more generally, the SDA provisions. We consider this would provide a
more appropriate framework for recognising the effect of infringements on individual privacy
and for holding employers to account, particularly noting there is currently no statutory cause
of action in NSW for serious invasions of privacy.
Independent oversight and monitoring
In addition to the adoption of a civil remedies framework, the Law Society supports enhanced
oversight and monitoring mechanisms over both the workplace surveillance and general
surveillance device regulation frameworks in NSW.
In its recent report, the QLRC recognised that the ‘ubiquity and intrusive nature of surveillance
device technologies, their potential to infringe and intrude upon individuals’ privacy and the
growing significance of these issues in people’s lives require an appropriate regulatory
response’.25 The QLRC recommended the establishment of an independent regulatory body
to ‘help the community understand and give effect to their responsibilities and rights under the
legislation’.26 The QLRC recommended the independent regulator’s primary functions should
be to ‘provide education and best practice guidance, and to monitor the operation of and
compliance with the legislation and developments in surveillance devices technology, together
with a complaints receiving, management and mediation function’.27
We note that in NSW, the office of the Surveillance Devices Commissioner has been
established under the SDA. We understand the focus of that office is on holding law
enforcement agencies to account over their application for, and use of, surveillance device
warrants (for the use of covert surveillance). In the first instance, we suggest the Select
21
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