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This position paper addresses issues associated with international refugees.  Council has adopted a position on the refugee issue that will seek policy reform at an international and national level as well as implement local initiatives that will support refugees in the community.


Background

All over the world refugees have increasingly become an issue of concern to governments. In 2001, the number of refugees under the UNHCR (United Nations High Commission for Refugees) mandate was 22 million, or one out of every 275 persons on Earth. Among them, 8.5 million came from Asia, 6.1 from Africa and 5.6 million from Europe. It is estimated that there may be a further 20-25 million ‘Internally-Displaced People’ (IDP). These are people who have been forced to flee their homes, but who have not reached a neighbouring country and therefore, unlike refugees, are not protected by international law or eligible to receive many types of aid. As the nature of war has changed in the last few decades, with more and more internal conflicts replacing inter-state wars, the number of IDP’s has increased significantly and they are now the second largest group of concern to UNHCR
. The number of refugees is likely to continue to increase as international or regional tensions intensify and lead to wars or clashes. 

At present, there are 71 countries that accept refugees in some way. The top three refugee receiving countries in 2001 were Iran, Pakistan and Tanzania, which host over 3.6 million refugees between them
. Australia is ranked 32nd out of the 71 countries that accept refugees. In Europe, 300, 000 refugees sought asylum last year. In Australia, there were 4, 174 refugees who arrived by boat or plane seeking asylum
.  From these figures it is evident that the real burden of assisting refugees is borne, in the main, by the world's poorest nations.  

Marrickville has always been a popular place where many migrants and refugees choose to work or live. Throughout its history, migrants and refugees have contributed enormously to the economic and social development of the area.  It is against this background that this ‘Position Paper’ on Refugees has been developed, in order to signify Council’s support and commitment to refugees. In Marrickville the experience has been one where refugees have been seen to contribute enormously to the social and economic wealth of the community. It is hoped that all governments in Australia will develop appropriate policies to safeguard the rights of refugees and asylum seekers and to ensure that they receive adequate resources and support in making a smooth transition to their new life in Australia. It is the intention of this paper informs and encourages the citizens of Marrickville to welcome and support refugees in our community.

Discussion 

It is recognised that the current world refugee crisis is extremely complex and no single country or level of government can resolve it on its own.  It can only be relieved by seeking international solutions that involve the United Nations, countries willing to accept refugees, and international aid organisations. Australia, as one of the 140 countries who are signatories of the 1951 Refugee Convention, has a moral and legal obligation to uphold its commitments to refugees and adhere to international agreements.  These have included, among other things, refugee’s entitlements to all that are accorded to any other foreigner who is a legal resident. 

The following outlines Council’s position on refugees and asylum seekers:

1. Scale of the Problem
In 2000, UNHCR resettled just under 98,000 asylum seekers, from more than 22 million refugees in the world.  Only a dozen of developed countries had provided refugee resettlement programs
. It is a small response considering the size of the problem, because of this, many countries of first asylum have borne a disproportionate load in hosting large populations of refugees for many years. This is particularly the case in Africa. This has partly contributed to the problem of people-smuggling, which is endemic in some of the world's poorest countries. 

1.1 Developed nations should consider the global situation rather than just their own national situation when making decisions about the number of refugees accepted each year. 

1.2 The international community should lobby for an increase in the number of nation-states that will resettle UNHCR documented refugees (states with an 'official offshore intake').

2. Adequate Resources

In 2001, UNHCR received 800 million dollars out of a projected 1 billion dollar budget from Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries to care and protect 22 million refugees. At the same time, the same countries spent over 10 times UNHCR's annual budget ($10 billion) to protect their borders from a total of 450 000 asylum seekers. 

2.1 United Nations member states should ensure that the UNHCR is adequately resourced to fulfil its mandate. This includes adequate resources for the timely processing of refugee applications. 

2.2 Developed nations should redirect and reallocate their resources to combat the root causes of refugee flows. Instead of undertaking more expensive onshore border protection measures, they should increase their funding support to UNHCR and other UN agencies in their resettlement programs for refugees.  

3. Root of the Problem

The nexus between poverty, human rights abuses, conflicts and forced displacement is evident in many studies.  The top 10 refugee producing countries, headed by Afghanistan, Burundi and Iraq are all ranked below 100 out of 162 in the Human Development Index (HDI)
. The United Nations Development Program (UNDP) conceptualised the human development index (HDI) in 1990 to serve as a composite measure reflecting the most important dimensions of human development. It measures how well a country has performed, not only in terms of real income growth, but also in terms of people’s ability to lead a long and healthy life, to acquire knowledge and skills, and to have access to the resources needed to afford a decent standard of living. 

At the United Nations Millennium Summit held in September 2000, Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were set as the global targets by the world’s leaders. These targets are an ambitious attempt to reduce the world poverty including its causes and manifestations.  One of the targets was to eradicate world poverty by half by 2015.  A special effort towards increased and effective overseas development assistance (ODA) and strengthening human rights, governance and conflict resolution in the world's poorest countries is the only long-term solution to the refugee crisis. 

3.1 Developed countries should renew their commitments to official overseas development aid in the context of human rights and poverty alleviation.

3.2 Developed countries should provide support and resources to help achieve the UN Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)
 of eradicating world poverty by half by 2015.
4. Refugee Resettlement

Refugees are often the most vulnerable group in any community often having higher mortality rates than others in their host state. About 80% of the world’s refugees are women and children
.  Most of them have suffered from trauma and human rights abuses that impact on their mental and emotional health. The trauma can be further aggravated when they face public antagonism or deprivation of their rights to access adequate service support in their host country. The negative impacts can be transmitted to their next generation who will continue to carry the trauma of their parents or grand-parents all their life.  

4.1 An international standard of settlement services needs to be developed, implemented and monitored within each nation offering protection to refugees. These standards should include health care, adequate housing, education for children, language programs and cultural orientation programs. 

5. Domestic Initiatives

The following recommendations are aimed at ensuring that the Australian Government effectively balances its responsibilities at protecting its sovereignty without compromising the rights and needs of suffering people.

Refugee Intakes
Since the end of World War II, Australia has had a record of generosity to refugees, including most recently, Vietnamese and Cambodians and the Chinese after the Tiananmen Square tragedy. In 2001, Australia has taken a harder line against hundreds of asylum seekers, most of them victims of repressive regimes in Iraq and Afghanistan. In 2000, Australia hosted 6,600 asylum seekers as part of the annual humanitarian program of 12,000 places, the balance was comprised of extensions for refugees already in Australia.
 The number had remained static over the past three years. The inability of Australia to share the burden of relieving the refugee crisis in recent years is evident when one considers that Australia is one of the most affluent countries in the world and yet takes only a relatively few number when compared to many poor countries, such as Pakistan, that house millions of refugees for whom resources and finances cannot provide. 

5.1 Australia should renew its concern for a humanitarian approach to people fleeing persecution and terror. 

5.2 The Federal Government should share its responsibility of relieving the refugee crisis by increasing its offshore humanitarian program to meet the vast needs of UNHCR documented refugees who are housed in the world's poorest countries.

6. Processing Of People Seeking Protection


Numerous inquiries have concluded that the conditions in Australia’s detention centres (in terms of access to education, counselling services and recreation) are extremely poor. A range of leading Australian and Australasian medical bodies had expressed grave concerns for the health and safety of detainees.
 It was reported that some detainees had displayed strong aggressive-impulsive and self-harming behaviours, reflected in suicide attempts, acts of mass violence, group break out, rioting, burning of facilities and hunger strikes. Moreover, a wide range of psychological  disturbances are commonly observed among children, including mutism, withdrawing from contact with others, bedwetting, refusal to eat and drink as well as acts of self harm and attempts of suicide. 

A United Nations High Commission for Human Rights delegation led by Justice Bhagawati visited Australia’s immigration detention centres early this year and highlighted a number of serious concerns about the conditions within these centres.
 Issues including the detention 

of unaccompanied minors, problems associated with those who cannot be returned, and the length of time people spend in detention, particularly children, continue to be raised. The Bhagawati Report pointed out that Australia’s mandatory detention policy is fundamentally flawed and it urged the Australian Government to undertake humane alternatives to on-going detention that protect human rights. 

6.1 The Federal Government should abide the 1951 Refugee Conventions to give every asylum seeker the right to receive treatments as any foreigner who is a legal resident.

6.2 The Federal government should abandon its policy of mandatory detention. Asylum seekers who arrive without a valid visa should be housed in reception centres for a maximum of 14 weeks, and released as soon as they have met Australian health and security requirements;

6.3 If mandatory detention policies are continued the Federal Government should release people who do not pose a security risk as soon as possible prior to this 14-week maximum limit. Once these have been cleared there is no longer a need to detain asylum seekers and so they can be released into the community.

6.4 If mandatory detention policies are continued the Federal Government should improve conditions in the detention centres by: 

· improving interpreter services;

· ensuring adequate and timely systems of informing applicants of their case progress;

· providing opportunities for education and cultural activities;

· providing independent monitors with unhindered access to centres;

· providing adequate training and support to staff at centres; and

· increasing medical facilities including access to torture and trauma counselling and independent health practitioners.

6.5 The Federal Government should undertake measures to examine trial and assess possible alternative processing procedures for people seeking protection in this country..

6.6 Community-based support and supervised accommodation should be provided to people who are discharged to the community.

6.7 Reception and Detention Centres should be publicly owned and managed.

6.8 The Federal Government should end the forced transfer of asylum seekers to Pacific nations (the so called ‘Pacific Solution’) or other offshore or remote locations.

6.9 The Federal Government should repeal its legislation that restricts the right to seek asylum by excising areas of Australia from the ‘Australian Migration Zone’.

6.10 The Federal Government should restore asylum seekers legal right to challenge decisions made by the Minister in the courts.

7. Children in Detention

Australia is currently the only OECD country in the world, which mandates the detention of asylum seekers, including children and unaccompanied minors
. Great concern has been voiced by many including the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission and the South Australian Government about the growing number of children who are being held within these detention centres and also the long-term impact of this practice on the mental health of the children. Such practice has not only deprived the children and young people of their human rights, but it is in direct contravention to the principles of the Convention of the Rights of the Child. If mandatory detention policies are continued the Federal Government should:

7.1 find alternatives to detaining children, where they can develop within an environment of love, trust and safety;

7.2 where appropriate, release children with their families into the community as soon as health and security checks have taken place;

7.3 not detain children (under 8 years) for longer than 7 days. Children should be released with a family member into the community within 7 days;

7.4 not detain unaccompanied minors for longer than 7 days. Unaccompanied minors should be released into the care of families in communities that are close to the necessary services: health, screening, transport, legal services etc;

7.5 immediately undertake research into the long-term effects of the incarceration of children, and reports should be made public; and

7.6 allocate resources and funding to provide youth and child focused trauma counselling services.

8. Temporary Protection Visa (TPV)

In Australia, people who are released from detention centres are issued with Temporary Protection Visas (TPV) by the Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs. The issue of TPV’s and the limited access to support service conditions are extremely detrimental to the health of refugees settling into Australia. There is the uncertainty of living with the lengthy wait for the application to be processed and anxiety about returning to social or religious persecution and economic hardship.  In addition, the restricted access to settlement services, language assistance, employment-related education and family reunion have contributed to associated problems in their physical and mental health.  

Temporary protection by its very nature does not provide adequate protection to refugees with regard to protecting and maintaining their health. It has detrimental impacts not only on the refugees themselves but also, in the long term, on Australian society. Reducing access to settlement services and support will only reduce refugee’s capacity to contribute to social capital of our society through the erosion of trust, compassion and social harmony. 

8.1 To ensure that human rights principles are upheld and the well being of refugees is protected the Federal Government should rescind the notion of Temporary Protection Visas and that those who currently hold Temporary Protection Visas should be given full refugee status.

8.2 If temporary protection policies are continued for people seeking asylum, the government should undertake the following measures:

· Access to settlement assistance, in particular language and employment-related education should be provided to support refugees proactively rebuild their lives in Australia;

· Adequate access to health services for temporary protection visa holders should be maintained; and

· Consider limiting the length of time people are on Temporary Protection Visas before being considered a refugee.

9. Community Education

Despite the plight of refugees around the world, there is a considerable lack of understanding about the reality of life for refugees and asylum seekers in our society. There are countless examples of media coverage that encourages negative stereotyping about the refugee issue. Many myths such as ‘boat people are terrorists’ and ‘Australia already takes too many refugees’ continue to spread around our community. 
  In order to combat this battle of prejudices, government authorities must increase its efforts to influence the public attitude by providing adequate information and seeking support from all parties concerned in the community.

a) Governments of all levels should explore different community-based education models to increase understanding among community members of the multiple dimensions of the refugee experience.

b) The right to enter a country without authorisation to seek asylum is guaranteed under the Refugee Convention. The labelling of asylum seekers as ‘illegal immigrants’,’ queue jumpers’ and ‘unauthorised arrivals’ is inflammatory and incorrect and must end.

c) A co-ordinated approach, channelled through existing structures, should be developed to respond to refugee issues in the media, for example, establish a clearing house of resources, speaker lists, events and information on refugee issues.

d) Governments in partnership with community groups should explore diverse strategies for community education that promotes the contribution refugees have made to our community and a greater understanding of the plight of refugees, for example, drama, music, and advertising campaigns using popular personalities.

10. Council Response

The following are some practical initiatives Council will adopt in response to the current refugee crisis.

· Council will support the Refugee Council of Australia’s initiative to establish ‘Refugee Welcome Zones’ across Australia. This would require Council to declare the Marrickville local government area as a Refugee Welcome Zone. This would be a declaration of a commitment in spirit to welcoming refugees into the Marrickville community, upholding the human rights of refugees, demonstrating compassion for refugees and enhancing cultural and religious diversity in the Marrickville local government area. The Declaration would reaffirm Council’s ongoing commitment to cultural diversity and humanitarianism. Other Councils in NSW that have recently signed the declaration include Fairfield and Waverly Councils.

· Council will conduct a public forum early next year and invite ‘apolitical’ key note speakers who have a commitment to humanitarian issues to educate members of the public about points highlighted in this position paper and obtain input from the community to develop Council’s position on refugees further.

· Council will continue to work in partnership with the Marrickville Ethnic Communities Committee in organising activities to commemorate Refugee Week in October each year, using the event to highlight the stories of local citizens who were once refugees and their contribution to successful initiatives in the local community and the importance of providing humanitarian treatments to refugees and asylum seekers in the Marrickville area. 

· Distributing information that encourages members of the community to support refugees through Marrickville Matters, local and ethnic media, and on Council’s website.

· Encourage community initiatives to support refugees through provision of funding under Council’s Community Grants Program and promotion of local drama, design, exhibitions, posters, short stories, which seek to educate the public and advocate for the rights of refugees in the area.

· Council will distribute the position paper to all Federal parliamentarians including all Senators and House of Representatives and all Councils across the State of New South Wales.

Conclusion

The world community is experiencing a global and practical crisis in relation to refugees. More than 22 million people are in need of protection and many are not receiving the sanctuary they need and are entitled to. This position paper provides Council with an opportunity to argue for crucial international and national policy reform as well as implement some local initiatives in response to this crisis.
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