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1) Welcome to the first edition of Asylum Rights Watch (ARW)

Asylum Rights Watch is a new e – mail journal of the Asylum Seeker Resource Centre. Asylum Rights Watch will be published each month on our website and will sent to our volunteers and supporters by e – mail.  Asylum Rights Watch has four aims:

1 raise awarness in the community about human rights issues concerning asylum seekers

2 educate the community about the work of the ASRC in regards to human rights

3 document and discuss in a critical and constructive way the treatment of asylum seekers in Australia

4 lobby for an end to the unjust and discriminatory laws and policies towards asylum seekers

We welcome your feedback on ARW at homeofhumanrights@yahoo.com.au
Issues

2) Real Alternatives to Detention do Exist: 

'There are no alternatives to detention' has become the rallying catchcry of our Federal Government.  A line that has gained great social currency and acceptance despite it being a myth. Real alternatives to detention for asylum seekers exist right now in Victoria through the work of the Asylum Seeker Resource Cenre, Hotham Mission's Asylum Seeker Project and the Brigidine Sisters. This program is the only early detention release program of it's kind in Australia.  A program only made possible through the joint work of these three organizations. Hotham Mission Asylum Seeker Project and the Bridgidine Sisters are wonderful organizations that work tirelessly for the rights of asylum seekers. Without their assistance and critical work almost no asylum seeker would be released from detention.

The Asylum Seeker Resource Centre is opposed to our Federal Government's policy of mandatory detention of asylum seekers who arrive without required travel documents and it's continued detention of asylum seekers.  We accept that there needs to be a short initial processing of a few weeks to do identity, health and character checks for asylum seekers that could be completed in a reception center.  However, once these issues have been addressed there is no justification for their continued detention. 

The delineation between asylum seekers who come by boat and those who come by plane is a fictitious one.  It is hypocrisy to allow one group of asylum seekers to remain in the community and arbitrarily punish and detain the group who comes by boat. The only real difference between these two groups is that asylum seekers coming by boat are approximately 5 times more likely to actually be found to be genuine refugees than those who come by plane and reside in the community!  Do not forget that asylum seekers who come by boat, do so lawfully under the Refugee Convention that Australia is a signatory to.  Asylum seekers who come by boat are not charged with any offence because they have broken no law.

Dispelling the myths used to justify mandatory and continued detention of asylum seekers   

Myths

· if you release them from detention they will abscond

· if you release them from detention they will breach their bridging visa conditions

· they cannot be cared for in the community

· they pose a threat to the safety of the community

A review of the ASRC work with asylum seekers who have been released early from detention dispels these myths and show the feasibility of allowing asylum seekers in detention to be released into community care whilst their cases are being processed.  There is no evidence to suggest that asylum seekers released from detention early have a higher rate of absconding or breaching their visa conditions as compared to those asylum seekers already in the community.

Asylum Seeker Resource Centre research findings in working with asylum seekers who have been released early from immigration detention: 

The Asylum Seeker Resource Centre has reviewed our work with 50 asylum seekers in the past 12 months who had been released early from immigration detention due to either:

· medical reasons (unable to be medically cared for in detention, at risk of suicide)

· court ordered release

· release secured through security bond

In these cases the Asylum Seeker Resource Centre assisted in obtaining the release of these asylum seekers from detention through our Community Care Model.  In all of these cases the ASRC has played an ongoing aid and support role for these asylum seekers.

The key findings from our research are as follows:

· 98% of asylum seekers have complied with their Bridging Visa E conditions

· only 2% of asylum seekers were detained again for breaching their bridging visa's due to working

· 10% of asylum seekers were granted Temporary Protection Visa's

· 4% of asylum seekers chose to voluntary depart part to their country of origin

· 95% of asylum seekers released for medical reasons did not upon release attempt to self – harm themselves again

· 84% of asylum seekers still have pending legal appeals

· 2% of asylum seekers were forcibly deported back to their country of origin

· 0% of asylum seekers became homeless at any stage after being released from detention 

· asylum seekers released early from detention have a higher rate of compliance than asylum seekers currently in the community

· asylum seekers who were previously self – harming whilst in detention ceased to do so in 95% of cases due to the quality of mental health and medical care they received in the community

· all asylum seekers physical and mental health shows marked improvement within weeks of release from detention

The Asylum Seeker Resource Centre's Alternative Community Care Model

The Asylum Seeker Resource Centre's Alternative Community Care Model enables for the release and care of asylum seekers currently in detention within a community setting by addressing the core needs of asylum seekers whilst awaiting the outcome of their claims:

1 health care

2 material aid

3 access to medication

4 access to counselling

5 casework & support

6 financial support

7 referal for housing

8 continued legal assistance

9 social and recreational activities

10 ESL programs 

Pre – Release

The Asylum Seeker Resource Centre first presents DIMIA with a community care plan to demonstrate that the person if released from detention they can be cared for in the community.  The Care Plan addresses the following:

1 where the person will live

2 how they will have their daily living needs met

3 how they will have their psychological and health needs cared for

4 why they will not breach their bridging visa if released

5 how they will financially support themselves

6 why they will not self – harm again if released (if applicable)

7 who will pay the security bond (if applicable) 

Post – Release

Once an asylum seeker is released from detention the ASRC undertakes the following process:

1 Casework Assessment

The person is seen by one of our caseworkers who asseses their material aid and support needs.  They issue the person with a membership card enabling them to access all the ASRC services and provide an orientation as to what we provide.  They are placed onto our financial aid care package.  The caseworker will also provide an ongoing support role as the person's caseworker.  The caseworker will in addition make an appointment for them to see one of our on – site GP's to do a health assessment. 

2. Counselling Assessment

Asylum Seekers after being seen by our casework servivce are referred to one of our on – site counsellors if assesed as requiring counseling.  If the asylum seeker is present with mental health problems they will be provided with ongoing counselling on a weekly basis.  

3. Material Aid Induction

The person will be introduced to our material aid centre and shown how they can each week come and obtain food for free from our foodbank.

4. Medical Assessment 

The person will receive a full medical check up by one of our GP's in our Bula Bula Health Clinic.  The GP's will order radiology and pathology if required and refer to our on – site physiotherapists, art or natural therapist if required.  Furthermore, the ASRC will pay for any medication required by our medical prescription fund.

5. Housing Settlement

A key part of the process of settling the asylum seeker into secure and stable community housing.  Hotham Mission's Asylum Seeker Project plays a critical role in our community care model.  The asylum seekers we assist obtain early release for is in almost all cases is done jointly with Hotham Mission.  It is Hotham Mission's ability house these asylum seekers that makes it possible to secure the release of asylum seekers from detention.  Hotham Mission will not only house these asylum seekers but cover the cost of their utilities and provide them with financial aid each month.  The work of the Brigidine Sisters need to also be recognised as they have also housed a number of asylum seekers and played an important role in securing their release from detention. 

6. Social Support Plan

The ASRC will link asylum seekers into as much social support as possible, linking them into our ESL and computer classes, providing a ESL home tutor and support from our community friendship program. 

7 Advocacy

The ASRC will continue to play an advocacy role, both in terms of continuing to provide legal representation and advice and advocacy on any other rights issue.

8. Liaising with other relevant agencies

The ASRC will also on an ongoing basis liaise with other relevant agencies that are involved in providing ongoing care and support, namely Hotham Mission and the Brigidine Sisters.

Key principles of the ASRC Alternative Community Care Model
· wholistic approach that seeks to respond to the health, community, financial and social needs of asylum seeker.

· co – ordinated response working co – operatively with other agencies

· focus on flexibility, accessibility and continuity of support and care

3) The impact of Bridging Visa E's on asylum seekers: a view from the coalface

The Asylum Seeker Resource Centre currently works with over 500 asylum seekers who are on a Bridging Visa E.  The Federal Government's discriminatory and inhumane policy of forcing many asylum seeker to live in the community on Bridging Visa E's has profund consequences for their well - being.

What is a Bridging Visa E?

Asylum seekers who are living in the community whilst awaiting the outcome of their claim for refugee status do so lawfully on what is called a Bridging Visa. A Bridging Visa allows asylum seekers to remain in the community whilst their refugee claim is being determined.  

Which asylum seekers are placed on Bridging Visa E's?

Three groups of asylum seekers are placed upon Bridging Visa E's: 

1 Asylum Seekers who upon arriving in Australia via plane and take more than 45 days to apply for

asylum in the community are placed upon a Briging Visa E.  

DIMIA does not advise or publicise the 45 day time limit.  Most asylum seekers have no idea such a time limit exists.  Others cannot even speak English, have no money and don't know how to expediently access legal advice.  Furthermore, it is not uncommon to hear reports of asylum seekers who are represented privately having migration agents fail to lodge their appeal within time. 

2 Asylum seekers who have sought the humanitarian intervention of the Minister for Immigration lose their right to work and a Medicare Card if they want the Minister to consider their case.

2  Asylum seekers who are released early from detention on medical grounds or through the provision of a security bond are given only a Bridging Visa E. 

What rights are denied to asylum seekers on Bridging Visa E's?







                 

 Asylum Seekers on Bridging Visa E's are denied the following:

· no right to work (paid or unpaid)

· no right to a Medicare Card

· no Health Care Card*

· no right to study for more than 3 months in total

· no right to Centrelink benefits*

· no access to public housing*

· no access to federally funded government programs*

· no access to refugee settlement programs*

· no access to Migrant Resource Centres for assistance*

· no access to the 510 hours of english classes provided to refugees by AMES*

* = all asylum seekers have none of these rights

The critical themes that underpin the above policy are:

· a deliberate and systematic denial of a basic safety net for asylum seekers

· inflexible, rigid policy that takes no account to the trauma or poverty experienced by asylum seekers

· a policy driven by the principles of punishment and deterrence

· a policy that takes no account of the needs of families or children 

· a policy that places the well – being of asylum seekers at risk

· it is often the most vulnerable and at risk asylum seekers who find themselves on BVE 

What are the consequences of Briding Visa E's on asylum seekers:

Í am nothing.  I cannot even care for my family.  I have lost the respect of my son.  I am not a husband to my wife or a father to my son anymore.  I cannot work to provide for them.  I want to die, I have lost all hope.  I would end it all now if not for my son'.

- Turkish asylum seeker on a Bridging Visa E

'I feel so ashamed that I have to ask you for help.  I am just a burden to you.  All I do is talk about my problems.  I feel so humiliated and embarrassed. I am sorry that I have to make you worry about me'.

-    Sri Lankan asylum seeker living on a Bridging Visa E

The recurring issues that we most commonly find with asylum seekers that we work with on Bridging Visa E's are:

a) poor mental and physical health

b) being turned away from public hospitals when seeking medical care

c) absence of secure housing and at risk of homelessness

d) living in poverty and destitution

e) never accessing the health system in Australia

f) only seeking medical care when they become critically ill

g) high level of trauma and depression

h) unable to provide for the educational needs of their children

i) highly isolated from the general community

j) no income to live on

k) forced to rely entirely on charity for their daily survival

i) not able to access mainstream welfare services

j) family breakdown

k) children presenting with serious mental health problems

The above problems are directly caused by Bridging Visa E's.   It is important to note that asylum seekers often spend years living wihout these rights as it can take anywhere from 6 month to 5 years for a person's claim for refugee status to be determined.  Asylum seekers will be placed on this visa regardless of whether they have children, are, ill frail or elderly.  The denial of the most basic human rights and safety net are a blatant act of neglect and discrimination by our Federal Government and DIMIA.  It is a clear intention of this policy to make life so unbearable for asylum seekers that they give up on their claim for refugee status and leave.

Most disturbing is that it is often those asylum seekers who are the most vulnerable, impoverished and traumatised that find themselves on Bridging Visa E's.  This visa class fosters isolation, poverty and a reliance on welfare assistance because it disallows asylum seekers to support and care for themselves. Most asylum seekers on Bridging Visa E's have children.

Case Studies on the impact of Bridging Visa's

Case Study 1

Shivani* was on a Bridging Visa E and was an asylum seeker from Sri Lanka. She was married, had a 6 year – old daughter and was four months pregnant when she first presented at the Asylum Seeker Resource Centre.  Her husband was as a result of persecution in his own country too traumatised to support the family.  Shivani was in a great deal of distress, without Medicare she did know whether she would be able to access any medical care for her pregancy, they were about to become homeless, had no money to live on and the local public school was refusing to allow her six year old daughter from attending school. 

Case Study 2

Mohammed* was an asylum seeker from Pakistan.  He had recently obtained a good job working as a cleaner, had signed a lease on a new flat and was able to support himself and live independently in the community.  Mohammad came to see the ASRC after his claim for refugee status was rejected by the Refugee Review Tribunal.  Mohammad had to apply to the Minister of Immigration seeking his humanitarian intervention as his last hope.  Mohammed knew that he could not work any longer because he was now on a Bridging Visa E.  When he came to see me he had been sleeping either in his car or on the beach for the past two weeks, had been forced to break the lease on his flat because he had no money and was going hungry as he had to quit his job to avoid being placed in detention.   

* = not real name

4) Where goes liberty for Iraqi asylum seekers on Temporary Protection Visa's?

Our Federal Government's unequivocal acceptance and support of the Iraqi war in the supposed name of liberating the Iraqi people and giving them freedom is irreconciable with our government's inhumane 

treatment of Iraqi asylum seekers in Australia.

Our Federal Government is already starting to say that it is safe for Iraqi asylum seekers to return to Iraq.  Within the coming few months they will publicly announce this as policy and start offering the same  repatriation package that they have been offering the Afghan community.  The hypocrisy of our Federal Government is breathtaking and shameful.  It claims on the one hand  to be so concerned about the freedoms of Iraqi people that it will commit our troops, billions of dollars and the wrath of the international community. Yet in reality in Australia at every opportunity given to it, it has denied Iraqi asylum seekers fleeing the same oppressive regime that we were fighting, their basic human rights.

Our Federal Government's policy towards Iraqi asylum seekers in Australia:

· not granting permanent protection to people who were genuine refugees at the time of arrival in Australia

· freezing the processing of permanent protection claims of Iraqi's on TPV's for the past 6 months in the hope that they could deny them permanent protection, because if their claims had been assesed they would have had to give them permanent refugee status.

· deny Iraqi asylum seekers permanent residency and instead place them on Temporary Protection Visa's

· place them in detention for between 6 months to 2 years immediately upon arrival in Australia, further retraumatising them and placing their mental and physical health at risk

· ban Iraqi's on TPV to be able to sponsor their wives and children so as to re – unite them in Australia, forcing families to be seperated for years.

· publicly claim that they are not genuine refugees and not at risk of persecution in Iraq under the Saddam Hussein regime

· stop boats carrying asylum seekers from even landing at gunpoint in Australia

· not allowing Iraqi asylum seekers to re – enter Australia if they leave the country

· deny Iraqi asylum seekers from accessing Federally funded programs

· deny Iraqi asylum seekers access to University 

· grant Iraqi asylum seekers who were survivors of the SIEV X where 354 asylum seekers died, a 5 year TPV instead of permanent protection

· deny Iraqi asylum seekers the right to access the 510 hours of English settlement classes and access to any refugee settelement programs

The above policies of denying support and protection to a group of refugees because of the way that they entered Australia is a direct violation of the 1951 Convention on the Rights of Refugees (Refugee Convention).  Australia is a signatory to this convention and thus is legally required to follow it.  The Refugee Convention clearly states that countries:


"shall not impose penalties, on account of their illegal entry or presence, on refugees 
who, coming directly from a territory where their life or freedom were threatened ... enter 
or are present in their territory without authorisation, provided they present themselves 
without delay to the authorities and show good cause for their illegal entry or presence."

The Asylum Seeker Resource Centre currently assists hundreds of asylum seekers on Temporary Protection Visa's in lodging claims for permanent protection.  Whilst, they are all happy to see an end to Saddam Hussein having suffered terribly under him, the great majority do not wish to return to Iraq.

Iraqi asylum seekers have suffered horribly in Australia, the inhumanity of our detention centres,seperation from loved one's (often stranded in Iran or Indonesia) and living in limbo and uncertainty with very few rights.  Iraqi's have endured this for the simple hope that they would one day be free and safe and create a future for themselves and their children permanently in Australia. The Iraqi community has leaved peacefully and lawfully in the community.  They have worked hard, received virtually no government assistance and helped enrich our cultural and social landscape.

A review of over 200 Iraqi asylum seekers on TPV's that the Asylum Seeker Resource Centre are currently assisting found that Iraqi asylum seekers had experienced at least 3 of the following events:

(1) family members executed by the Iraqi security police

(2) had been tortured by the Iraqi security police

(3) had close family member arrested by the regime

(4) had a death warrant issued against them by the Iraqi government

(5) had been detained by the Iraqi regime

(6) had been deported from Iraq in 1980 because accused of being of Iranian decent

These figures demonstrate both the genuiness of their refugee claims and also the high level of trauma they experienced in their country.

Reasons why Iraqi's should not be sent back to Iraq

1 Iraqi's only TPV's currently should have been granted permanent protection when they first applied for asylum.  It was accepted by the Federal Government that they were genuine refugees but due to their arbitrary and punitive policy they were granted only temporary protection.  The government should correct ths injustice.

2 It is not safe to return to Iraq.  Contrary to the US propaganda, Iraq is not a safe country to return to. Iraq is a country where anarchy and political unrest prevails.  There is no ruling government and no running water and electricity in most parts of Iraq.  There is no evidence to prove that will be a place where Shia's Muslims and Kurds can safely return to in the long – term.  Iraq is a country in ruin devastated by US sanctions and bombing.

3 A proportion of Iraqi asylum seekers have not been in Iraq for over 23 years.  In 1980 thousands of Iraqi's and their entire families were deported to Iran because Saddam believed them to be of Iranian decent.  These Iraqi's have no family ties and no connection to Iraq, what do they return to?

4 The persecution experienced by many Iraqi's was connected to the 1991 Intefada (uprising) against the regime.  Thousands of Iraqi's fled to Iran after this to save their lives and remained there until they fled to Australia.  Over 80% of Iraqi's that we work with have not resided in Iraq for over 10 years, what possesions they had were either taken by the regime or sold to pay smugglers.  There is nothing for then to return to.

5 The prospect of having to return to Iraq is an extremely traumatic and painful one for many Iraqi asylum seekers. The fear that Iraqi people feel remains deep and many are terrified at the though of return, fearful of being persecuted again.

What you can do

Join the Coalition for Permanent Protection that has been created to lobby for permanent protection for Iraqi and Afghan asylum seekers.  This is a coalition of organisations including the ASRC, Al – Amev Association, Refugee Council of Australia and Ecumenical Migration Centre that have come together to lobby for permanent protection for Iraqi and Afghan asylum seekers.  The coalition has broken up into a number of working groups that are meeting at the following times:

MEETING TIMES

Organisers have decided to build campaign momentum by convening the following meetings. 

Everyone is welcome. 

Community education 

Monday 5th May, 6pm start 

Northcote Community Health Centre 

42 Separation Street, Northcote 3070 (next door to library, parking across the road at Northcote Plaza) 

Convenor: Jackie Mansourian, 9478 5711 (Ext. 240) 

This group will focus on strategies to raise awareness through stories of TPV holders and as conveyed in a number of mediums including picture, script, video and live presentations. 

Media and Communication: 

 Contact Convenor: Jacki Dillon, 9416 0044, rcoa.vic@bsl.org.au 

As a starting point the group will be resourced by public relations and media experts who will assist TPV community members about how to be savvy in using the media. 

Lobbying: 

 Contact Convenor: Sarina Greco, 9416 0044, sgreco@bsl.org.au 

The action statements suggested many TPV holders were interested in this strategy. Justice for Asylum Seekers, 

a state-wide advocacy group, has offered to support TPVs in their desire to lobby. 

Rallies 

Monday 12th May 2003, 6.30pm start 

Collingwood Town Hall, Meeting Room (to be advised on the night when you get to the hall) 

140 Hoodle Street, Abbotsford 

Convenor: Judy McVey, 0418 347 374, judy.mcvey@facs.gov.au 

Judy will present the current landscape of rallies and mass mobilisations being organised and give group 

members the opportunity to link in or propose something all together different.


5) Breaking new ground for asylum seekers: the role of the ASRC

The Asylum Seeker Resource Centre since opening it's doors on the 8th of June 2001 has helped transform the landscape as to what options and rights asylum seekers have in Victoria.  

Some of the Groundbreaking achievements of the ASRC include:

· Establishing Victoria's first health service for asylum seekers and the largest free health clinic in Australia

· Victoria's first friendship program for asylum seekers in detention

· Victoria's first home tutoring english program for asylum seekers

· Australia's largest asylum seeker foodbank feeding over 1000 people a month

· Victoria's first Federal Court Night Advice Legal Service for asylum seekers 

The Asylum Seeker Resource Centre has played a critical role in particular in addressing what were significant gaps in service delivery for asylum seekers, especially in the areas of medical care, material aid and legal assistance for all asylum seekers.  

Snapshot of some of the differences the ASRC makes it the daily lives of asylum seekers:
Health Care

'I spent months worrying that I may breast cancer but could do nothing about it as I could not afford to get the tests done.  After coming here I was finally able to get checked and found out that I am o.k and do not have cancer.  I no longer have to worry'.

- Female asylum seeker on a Bridging Visa E talking about our Bula Bula Health Clinic

'When my children would become sick I would try to get them seen by a doctor but was turned away because I did not have a Medicare Card or money.  Even if I could have seen a doctor I would have no money to pay for the medication.  Now I know that when my kids are sick I can come here straight away and know that I will never be turned away. Thank you'.

- Asylum Seeker on a Bridging Visa E who is a father with two small children

The ASRC Bula Bula Health Clinic has resulted in no asylum seeker without Medicare in Victoria being unable to access medical care and medication.  Before the establishment of this clinic, hundreds of asylum seekers each month were forced to go without medical care after being turned away from the public health system.

The Bula Bula Clinic is the largest free health clinic for asylum seekers in Australia, providing more medical care than any other service for asylum seekers anywhere in Australia.  We have:

· 7 on – site GP’s

· 3 on – site physiotherapists

· on – site natural and art therapists

· access to free radiology and pathology

· medical fund to pay for the medication of asylum seekers with no Medicare

· runs 5 days a week

· established the largest specialist health network in Australia 

· payment for eye glasses for asylum seekers

Legal Advocacy

'You have saved me.  I never thought I would get out of detention.  I had given up hope.  I feel safe and free for the first time in many years.  I owe you my life'.

- asylum seeker that the ASRC got released from immigration detention

'My family is finally free.  My children now have a future.  They now laugh and are happy and the nightmares have stopped.  The darkness and fear has gone.  We no longer worry that our family will die, we now have our freedom for the first time in our lives because of you'.

- asylum seeker whose family the ASRC obtained a humanitarian visa for allowing them to stay in  Australia 

The ASRC Human Rights Law Program has resulted in over 500 asylum seekers who were unable to access legal assistance anywhere else being legally advised and represented, rather than being left to fend for themselves.  

Asylum Seekers in detention

'Before you came to visit me I had no friends, no hope, no future'.

- asylum seeker who had been in the MIDC for over a year 

The ASRC has played a pivotal role in supporting and advocating for asylum seekers in immigration detention, in particular asylum seekers in the Maribyrnong Immigration Detention Centre (MIDC) 

The ASRC started the 1st friendship program for asylum seekers in the MIDC over 18 months ago.  This program acted as a catalyst for the widespread community visiting that now occurs at the MIDC.  Before the ASRC began it's program of visiting asylum seekers in detention most asylum seekers were receiving no visitors.

The ASRC legally represents more asylum seekers in the MIDC than any other organisation.  Furthermore, we have assisted directly in obtaining the release of over 25 asylum seekers from the MIDC onto Bridging Visa's in the past year.

Counselling

'I never thought I could tell anyone what I have told you.  I was so filled with shame that I wanted to die.  I could not sleep, eat or feel safe ever.  The only time that I feel happy and cared for is when I am with you.  When I leave here I feel that my life is not over and you give me the strength to continue'.

Kurdish asylum seeker who has been provided counselling by the ASRC for over 18 months

The ASRC has played an important role in providing counselling to asylum seekers.  The ASRC is only the second organisation in Victoria that provides counselling to asylum seekers.  The Victoriian Foundation for as Survivors of Torture is the leader in providing counseling to survivors of torture and trauma in Victoria.  They undertake amazing work of the highest standard and care.  However, they are greatly underfunded and resourced and there is a 14 month waiting list except in emergency cases.  The ASRC plays a niche role in seeing asylum seekers who require counselling and are able to access it elsewhere. 

Material Aid

'We no long her have to worry that our children will go hungry, thanks to your centre'

- Afghan asylum seeker single mum with five children

The ASRC plays a vital role in providing food, furniture and other material support to asylum seekers.  The ASRC feeds more asylum seekers each month than any other centre in Australia.  The ASRC enables asylum seekers to come each week and access food and choose what they want.  We have been able to ensure that no asylum seeker goes hungry anymore.  We have asylum seeker  from every corner of Melbourne who come to access our in foodbank s in Footscray and Thornbury.

6) The ASRC launches the Humanitarian Protection Alliance

'I will kill myself and my children if I am forced to return to my country.  If I am going to die I would rather die here than be sent back only to be tortured and then killed'.

- asylum seeker when discussing the possibility that they will be deported

The Asylum Seeker Resource Centre is along with other asylum seeker agencies deeply concerned about the plight of asylum seekers who have been unsuccessful in their claims for refugee status yet are at risk if returned to their country of origin. These are asylum seekers who have already sought humanitarian intervention unsuccessfully and now face deportation. 

The ASRC is finding as more of our asylum seeker clients face deportation in the coming months we have had a significant increase in the number of asylum seekers presenting with severe depression, suicidal ideation and threatening to self – harm.  Also, extremely disturbing are the threats of some of the people we work with to kill not only themselves but their children if faced with deportation. Many of the people we work with are terrified at the prospect of return to their country of origin, so traumatised by their previous experiences of persecution are they.  

We also have a number of clients with serious health needs whose lives would be jeopardised if returned to their country due to the inadequacy of their health systems. In addition, we have a number of asylum seekers who have been unsuccessful in their requests to the Minister despite being at genuine risk of serious harm upon return to their country.

How do we respond to asylum seekers in such a position?  We have a number of families at the moment who face the prospect of deportation in the coming months and are greatly concerned that they will attempt suicide.  To try and prevent this mental health crisis and humanitarian disaster the ASRC is founding the Humanitarian Protection Alliance.

HPA will seek to lobby in a peaceful and lawful way on behalf of asylum seekers who are facing deportation and fall into one of the following categories:

a) medically assessed as being at risk of serious self – harm or suicide if forcibly returned;

b) medically assessed as having a life – threatening medical condition that cannot be cared for in their                          

    country of origin;

c) legally assessed at risk of persecution for a refugee convention reason if returned to their country of  

    origin

d) legally assessed at risk of serious harm (i.e torture, imprisonment) for a non – convention reason in  

    their country of origin

We are calling a public meeting to invite asylum seeker agencies and concerned individuals to become involved and help lobby on behalf of asylum seeker's requiring humanitarian protection.  

1st HPA Meeting 

Asylum Seeker Resource Centre

207 Nicholson Street, Footscray

Thursday the 29th May 7pm - 9pm

7) Working together for the human rights of asylum seekers:

The Asylum Seeker Resource Centre is forging partnerships with other asylum seeker agencies to help promote the rights of asylum seeker. The ASRC recognises that along with working at a grassroots level we need to be able to tackle the broader structural issues that create the problems of asylum seekers.  The ASRC has played an important role in a number of related asylum seeker networks. 

a) Co – founding the Network of Asylum Seeker Agencies (NASA Vic)

NASA-Vic is a recently formed alliance of agencies whose particular focus is providing services and supports to community-based asylum seekers. NASA-Vic formed to improve the level of this support through a coordinated response involving sharing information and resources, joint advocacy and working collaboratively toward policy change. NASA-Vic meets monthly and locations are rotated through the various member organisations. 

NASA Vic was a joint inititiave of the ASRC, Hotham Mission Asylum Seeker Project and the Red Cross.  We have been for a number of years now been meeting together to information and resource share and support one another's work.  We realised that to create real positive change for asylum seekersm to avoid duplication of services and ensure our each other's long – term survival we needed to get all asylum seeker agencies working together.  NASA – Vic was the end result of this and was launched last year to overwhelming positive reponse from the asylum seeker sector.

Members of NASA-Vic provide a range of services including: 

* legal support 

* housing 

* material aid and financial assistance 

* health care 

* English classes and education 

* volunteer coordination and training 

Contact details: 

NASA-Vic Convenor: 

Ms. Jacki Dillon 

Victorian Research and Policy Officer 

Refugee Council of Australia 

Ph. 03 9416 0044 

Email: rcoa.vic@bsl.org.au 

b) Co – Founding Member of  Melbourne Refugee and Asylum Seeker Health Network  

    (RASHN)

The Asylum Seeker Resource Centre has played an important role in the establishment of RASHN, with a number of our volunteers on it's steering committee.  The establishment of Victoria's 1st health clinic for asylum seekers by the ASRC provided important direction and support for the work of RASHN. The ASRC has been involved in the development of RASHN from it's very first meeting and has continued to play an important active role through providing advocacy, education and training.

RASHN formed in late 2001aiming to improve the level of health services to asylum seekers not eligible for Medicare and advocate for the health rights of asylum seekers in the community and those in immigration detention. The Steering Committee of RASHN meets regularly with the broader network gathering 3 or 4 times a year. Three Working Groups of RASHN have established themselves to progress the aims of the network. These include Education, Advocacy and Facilitation . RASHN is a non incorporated alliance with member organisations including the Refugee Council of Australia, the Asylum Seeker Project, Victorian Foundation for Survivors of Torture, The Australian Red Cross (observers), the North Richmond Community Health Centre, the Asylum Seekers Resource Centre and the Centre for Culture Ethnicity and Health among others. 

Contact Details: 

Web. http://www.rashnmelb.org/ 

c) Co – Founding Australia's 1st asylum seeker mental health outreach crisis team

In conjunction with Hotham Mission's Asylum Seeker Project we have co – founded Australia's 1st asylum seeker mental health outreach crisis team.  This is in response to the mental health crises experienced by asylum seekers and the failure of the public mental heath system to respond to the needs of asylum seekers.  Recently when the mental health system has been contacted to assist with asylum seekers in crisis, the response has been disgraceful, marked by neglect, indifference and inaccessibility.  The crisis outreach teams will work in pairs, consisting of a worker from each agency who will be responsible for outreach support to asylum seekers assessed at high risk of self – harm.

d) Co – Founding Member of Coalition for Permanent Protection

A forum launching the Permanent Protection for All campaign was held on 20th March 2003 which the ASRC co - facilitated.  The proposal for this forum emerged from within the TPV community and some of the agencies working closely to support them. While it is recognised that many organisations and individuals throughout Australia have undertaken important and significant work in this area, the continuing efforts of refugee advocates can only be further enhanced by greater engagement with those experiencing temporary protection.

The forum aimed to:

· hear the stories and concerns of refugees on temporary protection;

· provide support to refugees on temporary protection; and 

· enhance effective collaboration in advocating for permanent protection of all refugees.

The Campaign Resolution:

1 We seek permanent protection for all

All people determined to be refugees must be offered permanent, not temporary protection and the opportunity to rebuild their lives. Current holders of temporary protection visas must be afforded their right to permanent protection as a matter of urgency.

2 We will listen to the voices of all refugees

For a broad range of reasons refugees on temporary protection have, in the past, felt unwilling or unable to speak publicly on the issues that confront them. It is vital that these voices are heard throughout the public and political debate in a sensitive and respectful manner that upholds rights to privacy and confidentiality.

3 We commit to collaboration and action

In seeking to end the current TPV legislation we aim to work collaboratively across the refugee advocacy sector and alongside members of the refugee community on temporary protection.

Over seventy campaign action statements were completed by attendees. Some wish to be kept informed on the progress of the campaign.  Other actions proposed included developing local discussion groups, fundraiser benefits, donation of mobile phones for campaign communication, contributing to talk back radio etc. 

Organisers would like to thank and encourage proposers to pursue these actions.

The majority of proposed actions fell into the following categories: community education, media campaign, lobbying, and rallies. The forum is the first of many opportunities where refugees with temporary protection visas and concerned advocates can continue to explore ways of working together toward policy change. 

Organisers have decided to build campaign momentum by convening the following meetings (see the Human Rights Diary section for further details).

Everyone is welcome. 

e) Member of Northern TPV Service Providers Network

The ASRC is a member of the Northern TPV Service Providers Network, which meets each month at the Thornbury branch of the ASRC. The Network offers TPV service providers and members of the local TPV community the opportunity to share information and problems concerning the provision of services and issues around advocacy and the media. 

Contact Details: 

03 9478 5711 ext 240 

Jackie Mansourian 

Darebin Community Health 

Corner of Blake and Crevelli Sts, 

East Reservoir VIC 3073 

Email: jmansourian@darebinch.com.au 

f) Safe Haven Project : An international approach

The Asylum Seeker Resource Centre has launched it's first international law project.  The Safe Haven Project seeks to achieve two outcomes:

1 identify third countries that asylum seekers that asylum seekers can resettle in.

1 establish international care and reptriation programs so as to make it as safe and humane as possible for asylum seekers who are deported to return to their country of origin.

The ASRC is forming links with refugee, humanitarian and welfare agencies across the world from Canada and Sri Lanka to Afghanistan. We are seeking to establish partnerships that will provide asylum seekers with greater rights and options.  We are currently approaching 80 aid agencies in Canada to try and establish pathways for some asylum seekers to be able to re – settle in Canada.   

8) Let the East Timorese Stay 

This article is reproduced from: http://www.hotkey.net.au/~gianniw/briefingpaper.htm


There are approximately 1600 East Timorese asylum seekers in Australia awaiting a decision from the Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs (DIMIA) on their applications for Protection Visas. After years of inaction, and now that East Timor has won its Independence and relations between Indonesia and Australia have become more normalised over this issue, the Australian Government is advising these people that there are no grounds for them to stay in Australia. Many have received their second, and last, letter from the Department, signalling an end to their quest for permanent residency here. 

The Solution

At the stroke of a Ministerial pen, the 1600 East Timorese asylum seekers in Australia could be given a Special Visa, allowing them to access permanent residency. 

It has been done before. 

After the initial arrival of East Timorese refugees in 1975, there have been the following special intakes of East Timorese: 

1977 - Relaxed criteria were introduced to allow relatives of those in Australia who arrived in Portugal to come to Australia 

1980 - Special Humanitarian Program 

1984 - Extension to the Special Humanitarian Program 

1991 - Special Assistance Category for East Timorese in Portugal 

1994 - Extension of Special Assistance Category to include East Timorese in Macau and Mozambique. 

The reasons to intervene 

There are strong reasons why the East Timorese asylum seekers should be given a Special Visa on humanitarian grounds.

1. Validity of the Claims 

The majority of the 1600 East Timorese asylum seekers now in Australia arrived between October 1994 and April 1995. The validity of their claims of persecution has not been questioned. A statistical summary of 147 cases documented by the Refugee Advice and casework Service in Victoria in 1997 presented these facts:

46% of all applicants had suffered serious assault 

33% had been tortured 

19% had been sexually assaulted (a figure representing 43% of all women applicants) 


16% had family members who have been sexually assaulted 

32 % had been detained for long periods of time 

55% had a close family member arrested

39% had family members killed by Indonesian security forces. 

The years they have been forced to wait have everything to do with political issues between Australia and Indonesia, and nothing to do with these people's claims. 

2. Effects of The Long Wait 

A: Legal Issues


Their original claim to refugee status was the East Timorese people's right under the United Nations United Nations Convention on the Status of Refugees. They have waited for years for their claims to be recognised by the nation in which their claims were made - Australia. Serious questions are being raised in the Australian community about the legality of Australia's position. During the years of waiting, Australia has fought against these people by claiming that they held effective Portuguese nationality. This argument was used even as late as 2000, after the Timorese voted for independence.

B: Lack of Education

The lack of a decision in their regard has deprived these people of benefits which Australians take for granted, especially free education at primary and secondary levels and the opportunity for tertiary study. Community support ensured that most who desired Secondary education received it, but University or full TAFE courses are too expensive. This lack of educational opportunity means that these people have fewer skills and expertise to offer to the emerging nation of East Timor, even after being in a highly developed country for so long. They are ashamed to go back. Many send money to needy relatives in Timor. Were they to return, they would probably join the ranks of the 70% unemployed, as there are few job prospects. 

C: Social Upheaval 

The level of trauma experienced by the asylum seekers, which caused them to flee their homeland, has been further heightened by the years of insecurity and stress awaiting the Australian Government's decision. The distress of not knowing where their future lies as well as their lack of control over the process coupled with the trauma experienced as Timor was devastated in 1999, have impacted very badly on social relationships within the East Timorese community and on asylum seekers personally. There has been an increase in domestic violence, as families try to cope with the fear of being deported to East Timor at very short notice. In addition, there has been an increase in gambling and substance abuse. Some young East Timorese who were sent here without any parental control have found themselves facing problems from the police. In addition, the settled East Timorese community has found it very difficult to care for and support such a large number of asylum seekers. There are many grandparents themselves dependent on social security assistance who have been forced to look after teenage asylum seekers and to provide for their daily needs and education.

3. Relationship with Australia 

There is a special relationship between East Timorese people and Australians. The East Timorese people took so many risks to protect and assist Australia troops during World War 11. Where else could they have gone when they needed help? Aspects of Australia's role in subsequent events between 1975 and 1999 have not yet been fully explained, documented or acknowledged, leaving Australians clearly in the role of debtor, notwithstanding the fine work being done at the moment by Australian service personnel. In the eyes of many Australians, our honour is still at stake. Accepting wholeheartedly these 1600 who have such a clear claim on us would go a long way to repaying our debt. 

4. The Sheer Injustice of it all 

The East Timorese asylum seekers have taken their place in Australian society as best they can, given the small amount of assistance received. If their cases go to the last court of appeal, the desk of the Minister for Immigration, then they will lose their right to work, and face either destitution or total dependence on friends and family, straining relationships further. These are close neighbours of ours, who have become a respected part of the Australian community. For them to be treated like this is the exact opposite of the picture of Australia and Australians which we have projected to the world. It is totally unfair. The current attitude to asylum seekers in Australia and the growth of fear and hostility towards people from different cultures must not allow the Australian Government to negate its moral obligation to the East Timorese asylum seekers. The East Timorese are a special case. The circumstances of their claim on Australia is unique and should be treated on its merits. For the few who fit the criteria and who can afford the $2000 lodgement fee, spousal visa applications may be made. All lodgement fees have to be paid by adults and each child. A few may also apply for a close ties visa. The criteria are strict and again, the lodgement fee is beyond most who would be eligible. The 1600 East Timorese could easily be included within the year's refugee quota of 12,000. Why not? "Boat people" have been few and far between this year, such is the success of the Government's "border protection". The Australian taxpayer should not have to support the constant round of hearings conducted by RRT staff regarding these East Timorese? Their cases have been sitting for so many years on Departmental desks that the contents of their claims could be known by rote. Instead of tying up staff, decisions could be made on the evidence already accessible in their papers by a Departmental Officer. 

The Method

The most effective way of dealing with the 1600 East Timorese asylum seekers is to grant them a Special Visa on humanitarian grounds. This would enable the Government to deal effectively and fairly with this group. They could be granted permanent residence on the basis of the following criteria:

1. A connection to Australia through a family member who is already a permanent resident or citizen; or 

2. The support of an ethnic or religious organisation; or 

3. Compelling compassionate reasons to be granted permanent residence such as a   history of torture or trauma. On the basis of the above criteria, most asylum seekers would be able to access permanent residence in Australia. 

Such a special visa class would allow all the East Timorese applications to be assessed quite quickly. There would be no need to go through the complex refugee status determining process. Processing could be completed within six months. 

How to help:

Write to Phillip Ruddock and let him know that you want the East Timorese to be able to stay in Australia.

The Hon. Philip Ruddock MP 

Minister for Immigration and Multicultural 

and Indigenous Affairs 

Suite 40

Parliament House

Canberra, ACT 2600 

Facsimilie: (02) 6273 4144
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