
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  
 

 
 
 

15 February 2018 
 
Committee Secretary 
Parliamentary Joint Committee on Intelligence and Security 
PO Box 6021 
Parliament House 
Canberra ACT 2600  
 
Via email: pjcis@aph.gov.au 
 
 

Foreign Influence Transparency Scheme Bill 2017 
 

The Federation of Ethnic Communities’ Councils of Australia (FECCA) is the national peak 
body representing Australia’s culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) communities and 
their organisations. FECCA provides advocacy, develops policy and promotes issues on 
behalf of its constituency to government and the broader community. FECCA strives to ensure 
that the needs and aspirations of Australians from cultural and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds are given proper recognition in public policy. 
 
FECCA supports multiculturalism, community harmony, social justice and the rejection of all 
forms of discrimination and racism so as to build a productive and culturally rich Australian 
society. FECCA’s policies are developed around the concepts of empowerment and inclusion, 
and are formulated with the common good of all Australians in mind.  
 
FECCA welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Parliamentary Joint Committee 
on Intelligence and Security regarding Foreign Influence Transparency Scheme Bill 2017. We 
would welcome the opportunity to provide further comment and encourage you to contact the 
Senior Policy and Project Officer, Dr Alia Imtoual at alia@fecca.org.au and the Director, Dr 
Emma Campbell at emma@fecca.org.au or on 02 6282 5755. 
  
Recommendations 
In relation to the Foreign Influence Transparency Scheme Bill 2017, FECCA recommends that 
the Bill be rejected as it is currently worded. 
 
Overview  

FECCA acknowledges the need for laws that protect Australia from undue foreign influence 
or interference. FECCA also acknowledges the importance of transparency and oversight of 
the ways in which foreign actors seek to influence Australian political and government systems 
and processes. However FECCA has a number of concerns regarding the extensive and 
disproportionate impact that the Foreign Influence Transparency Scheme Bill 2017 would 
have on CALD communities and the ability of FECCA to carry out its core mission. 
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The Bill proposes that organisations undertaking activities that influence the government, 
public or section of the public, or are involved in donor activity on behalf of a foreign principles 
will need to register as a foreign agent. FECCA is concerned that the phrases ‘on behalf of’ 
and ‘foreign principle’ are too broad. According to the Bill, ‘foreign principal’ will include any 
“individual who is neither an Australian citizen nor a permanent Australian resident”. The latest 
Census data found that nearly half of all Australians were either born overseas or have at least 
one parent born overseas.1 The proposed Bill will not only impact organisations, but also a 
vast number of individuals who may have foreign parents, family or friends. Nearly half of all 
Australians are likely to have immediate family and friends who live overseas and who are 
likely to fall within the definition of ‘foreign principal’.  

  

FECCA is also concerned regarding the broad definition of the phrase ‘on behalf of’, which 
has wide reaching implications for small not-for-profit community organisations such as 
FECCA and their ability to undertake vital representation on behalf of vulnerable individuals 
and communities. Working to ensure that the needs and aspirations of Australians from CALD 
backgrounds are given proper recognition in public policy is core to FECCA’s mission. The 
consequences of the scheme for organisations that that represent migrants and individuals 
who reside in Australia but are not permanent residents or citizens, are not clearly stipulated 
in the Bill. 

 

Additionally, FECCA is concerned with the broad definition of ‘communications activity’ within 
the Bill. The broad description of this phrase is such that an individual informing a friend or 
relative that is neither a permanent resident or citizen, that they are going to write a letter to 
the newspaper about a political issue or attend a demonstration, may be required to register 
as a foreign agent whether or not they actually carry out the activity. In addition to 
disproportionately affecting CALD communities, FECCA is concerned that this is an overly 
onerous consequence of the Bill.  

 

In 2017, FECCA submitted FECCA’s Budget Priorities 2018-2019 to the Department of 
Treasury. This submission recommended a number of priority actions relating to the Third 
Action Plan (2016-19) of the National Plan to Reduce Violence Against Women and their 
Children. Each of these recommendations related to additional protections and support access 
for temporary residents. Under the proposed legislation, advocating for domestic violence 
sufferers on temporary visas would likely require FECCA to register as a foreign agent. The 
Bill does not account for the fact that many people residing in Australia on temporary visas 
later transition to visas with pathways to permanent residency or citizenship. 

 

While it is unclear precisely what disclosure an organisation would have to provide if registered 
as a foreign agent, advice received by FECCA indicates that small organisations and 
individuals will struggle to manage the onerous registration process and associated cost. 
FECCA understands that the bureaucratic burden associated with registration is likely to be 
great, particularly for small organisations and individuals operating with limited resources. 
Registration is likely to involve declaration of the relationship with any given foreign person, 
payment of the relevant fee, annual registration renewal and associated fees, and possibly 
reporting on communications activity, particularly during election periods. 

 

Similarly the penalties for failing to register are extremely harsh. Penalties for non-registration 
by individuals are up to 7 years in jail, while recklessly omitting to register or renew registration 
entails 5 years imprisonment. An automatic fine of $12,600 will be incurred for failing to 

                                                
1 Australian Bureau of Statistics Media Release 27 June 
2017, http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/lookup/Media%20Release3 
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register, renew or notify of a change in circumstances. These penalties are extremely onerous 
for organisations and individuals with limited financial resources.  

 

Finally, FECCA is concerned that the Bill has the potential to have an immensely adverse 
impact on individuals and communities engaging in the democratic process or expressing their 
rights as an Australian resident or citizen. The broad language contained in the Bill, combined 
with the onerous registration process and harsh penalties, make it likely that the Bill will have 
a disproportionate impact on individuals and personal freedoms. With these considerations in 
mind, FECCA recommends that the Bill be rejected as it is currently worded. 

 

 

 


