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The plight of children who seek protection in Australia has recently been in the 
news. A Four Corners program on Manus Island showed them confined under 
conditions that produce mental illness in their families, and seeing people act out 
their despair by trying to take their lives and sewing their lips. 
Last week, too, the Minister of Immigration announced that families with 
children would be given bridging visas that denied them the right to work and left 
them to find accommodation and feed themselves on an allowance, less than the 
dole, which could be withdrawn. For many families, too, even the allowance 
would be unavailable. 
Neither predicament is in the best interests of children. It may be helpful to look 
at the various conditions under which Australia makes children who seek 
protection live, and ask why it happens some are chosen for Manus Island and 
others for penury in the community. 
The factors that affect the treatment of children, as of other asylum seekers, have 
nothing to do with their merits or needs. The salient factors are whether they 
arrived by plane or boat, which point they have reached in the processing of their 
claims, and whether they arrived before or after 13 August 2012. 
Those arriving before 13 August 2012 faced three possible destinations. Some 
were confined in detention centres on Christmas Island or the Australian 
mainland. 
But more recently, many children and families, among other asylum seekers have 
been placed in community detention, administered for the most part by 
community organisations. They live freely in residential accommodation in the 
community and are eligible for free medical treatment and prescribed medicines. 
Although they are not allowed to work, they receive 70 per cent of the special 
benefit out of which they had to pay for all expenses except accommodation. 
Children are entitled to free education until they turn 18. 
A third group live in the community on bridging visas. Most have been able to 
work and receive 89 per cent of the single benefit, out of which they have to pay 
for accommodation, food and transport, until their case is reviewed at tribunal 
level. They are entitled to Medicare but must pay for prescribed medicines. 
If their cases are rejected by the tribunal, their benefit is cut off. If they cannot 
work — and few employers will employ people with only elementary English on 
short term visas — they are destitute. Many families who have arrived by plane to 
claim protection are in this condition. 
People who arrived by boat after 13 August 2012 must wait at least five years 
before their cases are processed. They were to have been sent to Manus Island or 
Nauru, but because the number of arrivals has far exceeded the capacity of these 
centres some, including children, remain in detention on Christmas Island and 
the mainland. 
 



Others, including families and unaccompanied children, are put in community 
detention under the same conditions as those who arrived earlier, except that 
they receive only 60 per cent of the basic benefit. 
Other single adults live in the community on bridging visas, with no right to 
work. They receive 89 per cent of the single benefit to pay for accommodation 
and all living expenses. On turning 18, many young people are often placed 
immediately on bridging visas. 
From now on families with children, regardless of when they arrived, will 
routinely be placed in this predicament. For many it may mean living without 
income. 
Not simply on Manus Island, but in all these arrangements, children are at risk. 
The trauma suffered in their own nations, the dangers on the way to Australia, 
the responsibility unaccompanied children feel for the families who sent them out 
of danger, their anxiety and guilt at the danger still facing their families back 
home, the uncertainty and fears intensified by the delay in being able to get on 
with their lives, and the family stress expressed in domestic violence and other 
ways, all threaten their mental and physical health. 
And now they face the reality and threat of indigence. 
The rationale for this cruelty lies in the No Advantage policy, by which people 
who come by boat seeking protection from Australia must not be seen to get 
ahead of those who choose to remain in Indonesia. The corollary of this principle 
is that any disadvantages of coming to Australia by boat should be expanded and 
made clearly visible. Children too are conscripted to act in this play of human 
suffering. 
To that end it was essential that families with children be sent to Manus Island 
and Nauru. What was glimpsed on Manus Island was doubtless not intended for 
Australian audiences. But it was scripted to impress families weighing the merits 
of coming to Australia against staying in their home countries, Malaysia or 
Indonesia. 
The principle of No Advantage also dictates that asylum seekers should live in a 
world of arbitrariness, enjoying certainty neither about the hearing of their cases 
nor about the conditions they will live in next. The application of the principle 
means children will suffer, but this is seen as an acceptable price to pay. 
Many Australians believe it is not decent or just to inflict suffering on people, 
particularly on children, to achieve the goal of sending messages to other people. 
It is doubly repugnant when the policy is incoherent and inept. 
At latest score almost twice the number of people has this year come by boat to 
seek protection than came last year. Many of them are families with children, 
driven to travel together because of the long delay in processing and in family 
reunion. To save children from dying at sea we drive more children to risk dying 
at sea. And then we inflict more indignities on them when they arrive. It is not a 
policy to be proud of.  
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