
At my workplace almost three weeks ago, there was a new supervisor who kept 
sending me around for five hours to manage two to three tables and kept assuming 
I do not know what to do. He just kept on giving me tasks like washing dishes and 
cleaning the floor and yet I have experience in serving tables. I think he kept doing 
this because he assumed that I am an African who doesn’t know what to do at work. 
So when it came to signing out time, he approached me and told me, ‘Oh Mary, you 
really work hard, who taught you how to do this work?’ That is when I told him I did a 
course and I have been working there since 2008. He apologised and said he is very 
sorry because he assumed I was new and did not know what to do.

So what changed is that, this pushing around at work has been going on for years 
but I had never been able to speak out for myself. But after I got the confidence 
during the workshops for Our Community, Our Rights, I was able to get an apology 
from my supervisor which has pleased me a lot.

Mary’s story

Our Community, Our Rights is a project by Women’s Health West that engages 
refugee and migrant women in human rights based advocacy training and 
project work and promotes participation in Australian society.  

Find out more:  whwest.org.au/rights
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What are Mary’s rights? 

Mary has the right to be treated fairly by her colleagues and to be 
free from discrimination at work. Under the Equal Opportunity Act 
2010, discrimination happens when someone is treated unfairly 
because of their race, age, sexuality, sex, family responsibilities, 
disability or any characteristic that is protected by the law. At 
work, this could include being denied a job, being given too much 
or too little work, being fired, being given all the worst tasks, or 
being refused training because of your race, age, sex, etc.

What action could Mary take?

Mary can speak directly to her supervisor to try to address the 
discrimination. She could take a friend or colleague with her for 
support. Showing her supervisor that she knows the law can 
make her position stronger. For example, Mary could say, ‘The 
Equal Opportunity Act says that I cannot be treated unfavourably 
because of my racial background’. 

If Mary was experiencing repeated discrimination, she could keep 
a diary of things that happen. This could help if she later decides 
to take legal action.

If the discrimination was having an impact on Mary’s health, she 
could talk to her doctor to get support.

What organisations can help Mary?

There are services and organisations that can help people in 
similar situations to understand their rights and take action:

Footscray Community Legal Centre can provide free information 
and assistance to Mary about employment law. They can tell 
Mary what her legal options are. Contact them at: 9689 8444             
www.footscrayclc.org.au/employment-law-service  

Victoria Legal Aid has an Equality Law Team that helps people 
take legal action in response to discrimination. Mary could call the 
helpline to see if they can give her advice: 1300 792 387   
www.legalaid.vic.gov.au

The Fair Work Ombudsman provides information and advice 
about Australia’s workplace rights and rules. Mary could call their 
helpline to find out if the law is being broken at her work: 13 13 94         
www.fairwork.gov.au     

If Mary thinks she has experienced discrimination at work, she 
can make a complaint to the Victorian Equal Opportunity 
and Human Rights Commission. They can provide free 
information and a free dispute resolution service: 1300 292 153                                  
www.humanrightscommission.vic.gov.au    

What action could Mary take with others? 

To protect her rights at work, Mary could join a union. Through the union, Mary can be part of campaigns to achieve 
systemic change.

www.australianunions.org.au/why_join

Mary could also speak with her colleagues and find out if they have had similar experiences, and form a strategy 
together (if her boss wasn’t willing to change things). 
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The law and human rights 

The law is not just about going to court. You can also use the law as a tool to make what you are saying more 
persuasive. This means that in different situations you can use the law in different ways: 

•	To inform a discussion: e.g. ‘Under the Equal Opportunity Act, I can ask for flexibility at work because of my 
parenting commitments, and as my employer you can’t unreasonably refuse that request’. 

•	Your efforts to make change can be stronger if you refer to relevant laws: e.g. in a letter to a Member of 
Parliament, you could refer to relevant legislation and advocate for reform.

•	 In some situations, you might decide to take legal action via the courts; for example, if you are unfairly fired or 
your boss refuses to take action against bullying. Always get legal advice from your local community legal centre 
to help you make this decision as soon as possible: www.naclc.org.au/clc_directory.php 
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