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Know Your Rights: Racism in sport: standing up against discrimination in sport
A podcast presented by the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission in partnership with the Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service

Jedda Costa  0:05
It's the casual remarks that really get you. Instead of being cheered for your efforts, you're insulted and abused. Don't like the racist comments? You just can't take a joke. The coach says nothing, nobody's told off. Complain and you're branded difficult. The microaggressions and comments continue. You learn just to stay quiet. But in the end, even the love of the game isn't enough to make it okay. It's easier, better for your mental health, to just walk away. So you hand over your team shirt, pack away your ribbons and trophies and give up your sporting dreams for good. When even your talent and effort doesn't earn you respect, why keep trying?
Welcome to Know Your Rights, a podcast created for First Peoples in Victoria and presented by the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission. This series looks at your rights under Victoria's human rights and discrimination laws and provides advice about how to advocate for yourself and others.
I'm Jedda Costa, a proud Wemba Wemba, Yorta Yorta and Mutti Mutti woman from Naarm, and I'm a journalist with experience covering Indigenous affairs and reporting in regional communities.
The Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission acknowledges that we work on the traditional lands of the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin Nation. We work and serve communities on the lands of other Traditional Custodians. We pay our respects to their Elders, past and present.
This episode may touch on sensitive topics related to Indigenous histories and cultures. Listener discretion is advised.
Today we're focusing on an issue that every Australian will be aware of. Racism in sport. We see it on the big stage, across different communities and in school settings. It affects athletes of all ages, and it can come from peers, spectators, coaches and managers.

Anita North  2:15
There's systemic stuff that happens within any club, I suppose, or association for sport. But I think what I've noticed is the spectators on the sideline — like the parents of the other teams. If those guys aren't friendly towards Aboriginal people, you can definitely feel it. Little one-liners, I guess, on the sidelines or the bench.

Barry Judd  2:38
Often the response from non-Indigenous people around racial vilification and other forms of racism is, "Well, just get over it, it's a small matter, just move on." What they don't understand is that people are dealing with intergenerational trauma that cuts really deep.


Jedda Costa  3:00
Despite our strong history of success in many sporting arenas, young Aboriginal athletes often face racial abuse, discrimination and exclusion, both on and off the field. A lack of cultural understanding among school staff, coaches and sports administrators contributes to a hostile and unwelcoming environment for Aboriginal players. School culture can play a critical role in perpetuating racism.

Barry Judd  3:26
Most often, we tend to focus on racial vilification, which is explicit and direct and everyone knows what it is and looks like. That continues to be a significant issue.

Jedda Costa  3:43
Barry Judd is the Deputy Vice-Chancellor and Professor of Indigenous Studies at the University of Melbourne. He's also a Pitjantjatjara man.

Barry Judd  3:51
But in the main, most incidents of racism are not about explicit vilification. They're more subtle. They're often structural. They're built into the way that sport is organised in the community, and they have their foundations or origins, in many cases, in the assumptions that non-Indigenous people make about Indigenous children and families.

Jedda Costa  4:23
Racism in youth sports is both overt and subtle. It might be a racial slur, exclusion from teams, and biased treatment from referees and coaches.

Barry Judd  4:35
There are many cases of children being abused by parents on the sideline, and this continues to be allowed to occur in many areas of Victoria, particularly in regional areas. But racism can occur through what some theorists call unconscious bias — people have particular biases against members of other so-called racial groups that play out in the decisions they make about those particular individuals. It could be in terms of kids being selected for representative teams. It could be in terms of individuals who have had wonderful seasons on the field not being awarded the Best and Fairest Medal or other awards in the club.
I think a really good example of how racism plays out in an Australian sports club is actually the film — which is getting old now but still very relevant — Australian Rules. It documents a football club in South Australia and the relationships between a number of Aboriginal players and their families and the non-Indigenous players, and then particularly the officials who run the club and make all the critical decisions about who gets recognition and who doesn't. So when we talk about racism in junior sport, we're really talking about decisions, ways of interaction that operate to marginalise people and give people who experience racism a sense of not belonging in that place.
Another aspect of racism that Indigenous children experience is how matches are umpired or refereed by non-Indigenous officials. Their own personal biases play out in the number of free kicks not awarded to Indigenous players. Often Indigenous players — children particularly — will attempt to fight back against something that might have been said on the field, and face suspension, because they will most often be the first person involved to be reported. So those biases are real.

Anita North  7:52
Umpires umpire our young people differently — it stands out a lot. They're more firm, they're more forceful. The tone and delivery is different, and you can really tell. The kids can feel it.

Jedda Costa  8:06
Anita North is a proud Gunditjmara, Mutti Mutti woman with Jadwajarli and Torres Strait Islander bloodlines. A mother of three, Anita has been coaching netball for around 30 years. She founded the Naarm Angels Netball Club alongside her mother, Lesley North.

Anita North  8:23
Particularly some of our really darker-skinned young people, they really do get zoned in on a lot. If you think about a goal defence down one end and a goal defence down the other end, and the colour of their skin is the only difference, but they're playing the exact same way — our kids are getting ripped pretty much every second on the court. You can tell. It stands out.

Jedda Costa  8:47
Being the target of racism takes a profound psychological and emotional toll. It can deter Aboriginal youth from participating in sports, leading to lower engagement, mental health struggles and missed opportunities. A 2025 Monash University report found 20 per cent of athletes reduced their participation or changed how they engaged in community sport following experiences of racism. Two per cent decided to no longer participate at all. That's a devastating outcome for young Aboriginal athletes and their communities.

Barry Judd  9:22
There are so many impacts. One would be a sense of not belonging, of not having a role to play in broader society beyond their Indigenous community and family. People don't want to be made to feel the way that racism makes them feel. Many people withdraw into the safety of the Aboriginal community and try hard not to engage with non-Indigenous people where they can. It's also highly damaging to a person's sense of self-worth and their ability to have pride in themselves as an Aboriginal person.

Anita North  10:12
They're feeling like their peer groups don't really like them, you know. So our young people are questioning a lot. I think even with the most recent attacks — with the neo-Nazis and all of that — our young people were saying to us at training that they don't think Australia is the place they should be living, because they don't feel safe. And these are the young people that are dark-skinned. They're feeling really unsafe. And if they've got a Naarm Angels top on — which has Koorie artwork — they'd probably be teased for that too.

Barry Judd  10:45
We also have to be very mindful that what's happening to five, six, seven, eight-year-olds today comes on the back of what happened to their parents, their grandparents, their great-grandparents, their uncles and aunts, their great-uncles and aunts. And so it goes on, back to the 1830s in this part of the continent.

Jedda Costa  11:16
In a 2013 study, the Lowitja Institute found that almost half of survey respondents had experienced racism in a sporting setting. And there's been a lot of pressure to tackle it.

Barry Judd  11:39
I'm involved with two AFL clubs at the moment — the Richmond Football Club, where I sit on their Reconciliation Action Plan Advisory Committee, and also the Hawthorn Football Club, where I sit on their First Nations Advisory Committee. It's always going to be a social problem for society to address. But I think the key to addressing it is to be able to recognise that it exists, acknowledge that it exists, and commit to working together — particularly with people who have lived experience of racism in all of its various forms — to do something about it that's positive. The AFL is on that journey. It's a journey that has been started.

Anita North  12:34
What's frustrating is the colonial load that we have to hold in our everyday life, walking in two worlds, having to do the job of educating people — that's really tiring. I think last year was probably the hardest year for us, because we had a lot of incidents on court that were really brutal for the senior games. We had to drive lots of meetings and lots of yarns around how we can make this actually a safer space, because I was ready to jump ship and leave that association. But Mum just sort of reframed it and said, "Daughter, wherever we go, it's going to be the same. And we've done 11 years already. It might be baby steps, but we're starting to see some of the ripples. We're not quite there yet."

Barry Judd  13:43
For Aboriginal people, despite racism in sport, it has always been one really important social realm within settler society where individuals could gain some level of acceptance, could open up conversations about who they were and who their families were and where they came from. And then for some sports people, once they were too old to be active on the ground, sport became a really important platform to become national spokespeople for Aboriginal Australia.
The best example I can think of would be Sir Doug Nicholls, who came from Cummeragunja Mission — a Yorta Yorta person, all-round good sportsperson, boxer, runner, footballer. Later he became a church pastor and a key leader of the Aborigines Advancement League, and later still a Governor of South Australia. And all of that was achieved basically because he stood up for who he was. He stood up against racism in football during the 1920s and 30s. Famously, he was invited to train with the Carlton Football Club and turned up for training, and they refused to sit next to him because he was a dirty Aboriginal person.
But on the other side of the coin, there's also the story of when he turned up at the Fitzroy Football Club. At his first training session, he sat down next to a man called Hayden Bunton — who was the captain of the club and triple Brownlow medallist from Albury — and he said, "Sit with me. Your locker will be next to mine. Welcome to Fitzroy." So there are racists out there, but there are also many good people, non-Indigenous, who have always spoken up against this problem in society.

Anita North  16:17
We've really tried to flip it on its head. We've had non-Aboriginal players fill in for Naarm, and then they've gone off and spread real good love and said, "Actually, they're really lovely people, they're really nice." So eventually we're breaking down that barrier.
Some of the struggles I've seen for our Friday night netball with Fitzroy Stars is the bias of us just being in Koorie flag colours. I remember one night — I think we got the First Nations Round finally endorsed through the Northern Football Netball League — and they were putting on an acknowledgement, and we'd battle it out for a First Nations Round. But some of the other clubs were wondering, why are they so special? Why are they doing this? We're First Nations people. That should be celebrated and that culture should be celebrated. To have comments that are quite disrespectful towards the actual culture of Australia — yeah, it's a bit brutal.
Even with the association rolling out cultural awareness training, they really wanted to flip it and just call it multicultural training. And I just said, you'll need to do both — because you need to learn the First Nations story and the history around that.

Jedda Costa  16:37
For Anita, sport has the potential to change lives. It's why she's so committed to making a difference. It's why she won't give up. She's seen what it can do.

Anita North  16:47
I know why I enjoy it — Mum just dragged me around netball courts from when I was two, so she paved that for me. But for other young mob that are having a tough time — I also work with young people in my actual career job, as a Therapeutic Services Program Manager for residential care. So if I can get any of those young people invested in sport, or even come down to training or just hang out for a little bit, they'll meet other kids with the same histories, same experiences. And we've got the biggest mob down there, so a lot of them we can't even get to go after the game. They hang around till like 10 at night. Some of the kids we drop off home because they just don't want to go home yet.
So pretty invested in netball as a bit of a vehicle for our mob — to keep them off the streets and keep them out of juvenile justice and stuff like that.

Jedda Costa  17:30
A lot of Aboriginal families carry what many call a heavy colonial load. Our people are more likely to have caring responsibilities and more cultural and community obligations, and we may even be dealing with racism in other parts of our lives too. It can feel like reporting racism is too hard, or the risk of backlash or unfair treatment is too high. Some mob would rather try to forget what happened. Barry understands this hesitation, but he argues the benefits of reporting outweigh the negatives.

Barry Judd  18:24
I think the most significant reason that Aboriginal people do not report incidents of racism is the weight of history and the intergenerational trauma that people continue to carry. We have learned from our Elders and our ancestors that often complaining gets you nowhere and can actually make life more difficult for you.
The potential positive outcomes from reporting are that you will make the future situation better for every other Aboriginal person or person of colour who follows you. Having those conversations with key people in the community who you respect and trust — Elders or other leaders and knowledge holders — building relationships in a moment of crisis will hold you in good stead later in life, once the crisis has passed. The thing that people should know, and it's really hard when you're young because you're finding yourself, is that older people have been on this ride before you arrived, and they've experienced things that are probably far worse than what you've gone through in their lifetimes.

Jedda Costa  20:04
Barry's work with AFL clubs has shown him there is a way forward — and that there's still a long way to go. Creating culturally safe places for young Aboriginal people to access sport is possible.

Barry Judd  20:17
To me, education is a key to overcoming the problem of racism. Club officials, umpires, referees, even support people around community clubs should have access to some form of anti-racism training, and that should be mandatory. It just should be part of what we do in the field of sport — to upskill people so they have, firstly, recognition of what racism actually is, and then some level of capability to deal with it once it occurs. The AFL has done some work around this space, but I don't think it's mandatory, and it needs to be mandatory going forward.
Racist narratives impact opportunities for Indigenous people in sport beyond playing. I have heard conversations where past AFL players are discounted from coaching roles and administrative roles on the basis that, "No Aboriginal person would want to come and work in an office nine to five, five days a week. That's just not what Aboriginal people do." So these things have a lifelong impact on the opportunities that Aboriginal people have in sport.
To me, cultural safety looks like a situation where an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander person turns up to play sport — or turns up to their workplace, their place of study, or the local shops — and it is completely normal. There is no sense that that person is in any way out of place or doesn't belong. Cultural safety is a recognition and an understanding that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people belong in this society, belong on this land, and have done so for the last 65,000 years.
Something as simple as a sign acknowledging whose Country the footy ground or netball courts are on makes a huge difference to how an Indigenous person going into that space feels — in terms of: is this okay, is this safe, do I belong here, how are these people going to treat me? I know this is cliché and overdone by corporates, but having an Aboriginal artwork done by a traditional owner person in your club makes a huge difference, because it's an acknowledgement of place. It's an acknowledgement that we operate on the Country of these people.

Jedda Costa  24:32
Remember, you have the right to stand up against racism. Visit humanrights.vic.gov.au for more information, or call the Commission on 1300 292 153 to get support, talk about what happened to you, or make a complaint. Your story matters and help is available.
So where does the law come into this? Aimee Cooper, a lawyer at the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission, explains how the law can protect you against race discrimination and hate speech in sport.

Aimee Cooper  25:17
People are protected against racism in sport in Victoria under both discrimination and vilification law. Vilification, or hate speech, protections apply to all public conduct. This means that things said by spectators and other players, as well as by coaches and referees, can be captured by vilification law. Under new vilification protections starting on 30 June 2026 in Victoria, it will be unlawful to say, write or otherwise communicate something in public that is hateful of another person or group of persons because of their race. It will also continue to be unlawful to incite hatred towards people because of their race.
Discrimination law in Victoria protects people from discrimination in sport when the discrimination is done by a school towards a student, by someone such as a referee providing a service to players, or by a club or coach towards players in certain circumstances. Discrimination law doesn't expressly apply to the way players treat each other — unless they're both employed by the same club — or the way spectators treat players. But the anti-vilification law does.
Discrimination can be direct or indirect. Both kinds of discrimination are against the law. Direct discrimination happens when someone is treated badly or unfairly because of their race or another protected characteristic under the law. Indirect discrimination is when everyone is treated the same way, but this disadvantages someone because of their race or other protected characteristic, and is unreasonable. The law applies even if the discrimination was unintentional, and can cover unfair treatment due to unconscious bias.
There are a number of things the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission can do if you, or someone you know, has experienced race discrimination or hate speech in sport. You can make a complaint, a report, or get more information from us.
If you make a formal complaint, we will take it through our conciliation process. Conciliation is an informal, flexible approach to finding an outcome to a complaint. It allows both parties to tell their stories, be listened to, and work together to find an outcome that works for everyone. Conciliation involves a Commission staff member — called a conciliator — who is trained and supports people to explore ways and options to resolve a complaint or issue. You can make your own decision on how conciliation would work best for you.
Your conciliator will help the parties reach an outcome that works for everyone. You can ask for outcomes that are important for you and your community. Outcomes can include an agreement to give an apology, to do cultural safety training, change policies and procedures, to keep your job or get it back, and give financial compensation.
If you don't want to make a formal complaint but want to report race discrimination and hate speech, you can make an anonymous report to us through our online Community Reporting Tool. It is private and confidential. You don't need to leave your name, but you can ask us to call you back if you want to talk with someone about what happened to you. Our Community Reporting Tool can also be hosted by community groups. Reports to our Community Reporting Tool let us understand what's happening so we can better support communities.
What happens to you matters. If you think you may have experienced discrimination or vilification, you can contact the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission Monday to Friday to speak with an enquiry officer. We will listen to your story and provide you with information about your rights under our laws. All of our staff are specifically trained to support First Nations people when they are seeking information or making a complaint.

Jedda Costa  29:09
Thanks to Anita North, co-founder of the Naarm Angels, and Barry Judd, Deputy Vice-Chancellor and Professor of Indigenous Studies at the University of Melbourne, for their time and their insights.
This podcast episode is presented by the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission and was recorded in 2025 in Naarm, Melbourne. For more information, visit humanrights.vic.gov.au.

Transcript produced for the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission.
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