
Refugee Week 2013 
In the past weeks, and months, there has been much about Asylum Seekers and Refugees in the 
news. Some may have seen a recent 4 Corners episode, which particularly looked at the work 
of support agencies, such as the Salvation Army in Dandenong, who regularly have to close 
their doors to the increasing numbers of those seeing help and who are fearful of what will hap-
pen when in these coming weeks the Detention Centres release more families into the commu-
nity without adequate support. 
Some of our parishioners are actively involved in supporting Asylum Seekers and Refugees - 
and as we begin Victorian Refugee Week, this is an appropriate time to share some informa-
tion, and facts about what is happening, both politically - through Government policy and ac-
tion, and socially - through the tireless efforts of charities and agencies. Below is some infor-
mation gained from The Asylum Seeker Resource Centre, and the Brigidine Asylum Seeker 
Project, as well as some ways of practically supporting our local agencies.   
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Who are Asylum Seekers? Are they illegal? 
It is NOT ILLEGAL to seek asylum -  
• Asylum seekers who enter Australia without a valid visa by boat or plane 

are not illegal. They are permitted to enter without prior authorisation be-
cause this right is protected by Article 31 of the 1951 Refugee Convention 
which recognises they have good cause for entering without a visa.  

• No offence under Australian law criminalises the act of arriving in Australia 
without a valid visa for the purposes of seeking asylum.  

• Asylum seekers who arrive without a visa are detained for identity, security 
and health checks and to prevent absconding while their legal status is re-
solved, rather than as a punishment for breaking the law. However, the con-
ditions endured by asylum seekers during long-term detention have been 
proven to cause a great deal of physical and mental anguish which is tanta-
mount to punishment. This is unjustifiable, especially since it is unnecessary 
and counterproductive and there are viable cheaper arrangements available.  

• The allegation that boat arrivals are not genuine in their appeals for protec-
tion from persecution is untrue. In any one year since the late 1990s, be-
tween 70 and 97 per cent of asylum seekers arriving by boat have been 
found to be refugees and granted protection. The average in recent years is 
closer to 90 per cent.  

• It has been long-standing Australian government policy to prevent any per-
son from travelling to Australia in order to lodge a claim for refugee status. 
This is true whether they attempt to enter authorised or unauthorised, by 
boat or by plane. By shutting down legal pathways of entry, Australia drives 
asylum seekers into the hands of people smugglers.  

• Refugees are, by definition, persons fleeing persecution and in most cases 
are being persecuted by their own government. It is often too dangerous for 
refugees to apply for a passport or exit visa or approach an Australian Em-
bassy for a visa, as such actions could put their lives, and the lives of their 
families, at risk. Refugees may also be forced to flee with little notice due to 
rapidly deteriorating situations and do not have time to apply for travel 
documents or arrange travel through authorised channels.  

The Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA) 
has chosen Restoring Hope as the Refugee 
Week theme for 2012 to 2014. 
The theme reminds us that, while a refu-
gee’s journey begins with danger, it also 
begins with hope. Refugees flee their home-
lands not only because they fear persecu-
tion, but also because they have hope: they 
hope to find freedom from persecution, and 
safety and security for themselves and their 
families; they hope to be given a chance to 
start a new life and recover from past 
trauma. 
The theme also calls attention to the role of 
countries which, through offering protection 
to refugees and providing them an opportu-
nity to rebuild their lives, restore hope for a 
future free from fear, persecution, violence 
and insecurity. 
Finally, the theme aims to highlight the 
situation of refugees whose hopes have not 
been fulfilled – those who remain in seri-
ously protracted situations, facing ongoing 
discrimination, violence and uncertainty, 
with little hope for a resolution in the near 
future. The theme calls on us to consider 
how we can provide solutions for these refu-
gees and restore their hopes for a brighter 
future. 



I was a stranger and you made me welcome ... 
There are many ironies: More than 90 per cent of boat people were found to be genuine refugees in the March quarter 
of this year, figures to be released on Monday show. But asylum seekers who arrived by plane – despite being eligible 
for release into the community – were almost twice as likely to be rejected as refugees. Those arriving by boat are 
mandatorily detained—those who arrive by air (with few exceptions) live in the community. 
A Swedish diplomat, Raoul Wallenberg, who saved tens of thousands of Jews during the Holocaust has be- come 
Australia's first honorary citizen. Under Australia's current mandatory sentencing regime for 'people smuggling', he 
would receive a minimum 5 years in prison. 
What is happening to families and individuals who arrive after August 13, 2012 when the ‘no-advantage’ principle 
was introduced? The ‘No advantage’ principle is harsh (a brutal reality expressed in compassionate language). 
Transfers of asylum seekers to regional processing facilities in Nauru and Manus Island, Papua New Guinea, were re- 
established following the Australian Government’s policy announcements on August 13, 2012. “People who pay 
smugglers are risking their lives and throwing their money away,” Mr Bowen said. “There is no visa on arrival, there 
is no speedy outcome, and there is no special treatment.” 
Irrespective of whether IMAs (Irregular Maritime Arrivals) stay in Nauru or Manus Island for the period of their status 
determination or are moved to Australia, the same principle applies to all. Their position in relation to refugee status 
and resettlement would not be advantaged over what it would have been had they availed themselves of assessment by 
UNHCR within the regional processing arrangement. However, as the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees, Mr António Guterres, has made clear "there is no 'average' time for resettlement", and that resettlement 
cases are prioritised according to vulnerability and need. So their applications are not being processed. 
So whatever about ‘no advantage’ currently, it is pot luck where boat arrivals end up: 
· Some are sent to Nauru/Manus Island; to remote detention centres; to MITA or other city based centres; some are on 
CD/Bridging Visas; some are screened out; others are screened in. 
DIAC is now rejecting some asylum seekers who arrive by boat without hearing their case or allowing them to see a 
lawyer to discover their rights. The right to seek asylum is an internationally accepted legal principle and it has long 
been a cornerstone assumption that asylum seekers are told their rights when they arrive in Australia. 
But that is no longer the case. People are given an informal verbal interview in which the department has determined 
that Australia doesn't owe protection to them and won't allow them to do a refugee application. eg. 38 of those who 
arrived at Geraldton. As a party to the Refugee Convention, Australia has agreed to ensure that people who meet the 
United Nations definition of refugee are not sent back to a country where their lives or freedom would be threatened. 
This is known as the principle of non-refoulement. The screening out process looks like a denial of non-refoulement. 
So what is Australia doing now about the queue and those who jump that queue? Accessing Off Shore Visas. A 
requirement for getting on the waiting list for consideration for a Refugee visa is that UNHCR has made an 
assessment and given a person refugee status. There are enormous inequities in people’s ability to access UNHCR. It 
is especially difficult for Afghans. There is no office in Afghanistan. There is an office in Quetta, Pakistan, but it is 
located in an area where the Taliban are active and it is very dangerous for Hazara people to try to access. It is also 
quite a distance from Hazara town. Those who manage to get to Malaysia may sometimes be able to achieve UNHCR 
registration after a long wait. This will simply place them on the very long waiting list. 
 
 

The Brigidine Asylum Seekers Project (BASP) from Sr Brigid Arthur, Director 
Policies around asylum seekers appear to be always made ‘on the run’.  From our point of view they are often ill-conceived, 
based on creating fear and even prejudice in the community and with the intention of deterring people attempting to escape per-
secution.  We urge all sectors of the community, especially church groups, to contact the Prime Minister, the Immigration Minis-
ter, the Attorney General and local members of parliament with a message that we need a more humane, decent and compassion-
ate set of policies to welcome all seeking Australia’s protection.  People from our project are very happy to speak to groups 
about our experience and to engage in discussions around this issue.  We actually believe community education and engagement 
are the only ways forward in terms of achieving justice for desperate people looking for safety.  
Lately the Brigidine Asylum Seekers Project (BASP) has been busy trying to help at least a few families get started with hous-
ing, including furniture and other essentials.  This is needed because asylum seeker families are arriving in much larger numbers 
than in the past decade.  The government enacted a policy in August last year determining that people arriving on boats would 
not be allowed to work or study for an indefinite time.  As well as that their applications for protection are not being processed.  
This means there is no possibility of gaining a Permanent Visa and getting families here on a family reunion basis.  The result of 
this is that families and increasingly women and children are coming alone.  These families are being released very quickly from 
detention because there are too many to accommodate in detention centres.  They are being given four weeks of transitional 
housing and then they are on their own to access private rental or any other housing made available by friends or community 
groups.  Their income is 89% of Newstart which is not enough to get established in accommodation.    One house that used to be 
a presbytery is being made available and that is wonderful.  Any other offers of moderately priced housing would be welcome. 
The usual work of the BASP continues with offering accommodation to those who are in the process of applying for refugee 
status and often have no money or support.  We visit detention centres and advocate on behalf of individuals and groups.   



How You Can Help St Vincent de Paul from Roger Vail, Assistant Coordinator of  our Regional Conference 
In the last three years, SVDP Cal Centre has recorded a 300% increase in the number of referrals and requests for assistance 
from support organizations. This includes help fully furnishing homes and the purchase and supply of whitegoods. 
In response to this issue SVDP has instigated a series of meetings between Society representatives, RED CROSS and AMES—
which are the appointed government agencies operating asylum seeker programs and main source of referrals for assistance 
being made to the Call Centre. SVDP has recently appointed an asylum seeker subcommittee to further investigate this issue 
and provide recommendations to State Council. To help asylum seekers, we ask you to consider donating your unwanted furni-
ture to SVDP on 1800 621 349. To support our local Conference, we ask for donations, food and toiletries. 

Asylum Seekers from Noreen Rodgers, Caseworker Community Detention Program Wesley Mission 
Some asylum seekers are released from immigration detention facilities into the community under the Community Detention 
(CD) Program. Placement in the community allows people to move about without being accompanied by an immigration 
officer. 
Asylum seekers in community detention are mostly families and unaccompanied minors and have: 
• NO Bridging Visa  and NO right to work 
 Asylum seekers on a Bridging Visa post-detention 
The Department of Immigration and Citizenship is increasingly releasing asylum seekers from detention into the community on 
Bridging Visa E, rather than placing them in Community Detention. 
Anyone released into the community on a Bridging Visa E, who arrived in Australia by boat after 13 August 2013, will have NO 
WORK RIGHTS. 
People seeking asylum in the community who have been released from detention onto bridging visas rely on the private rental 
market for accommodation. Due to their low income, and for many, lack of work rights, many are likely to be vulnerable to des-
titution and homelessness. 
They have no rights to work and are eligible for just 89% of Centrelink about $220 per week. 
Anyone released into the community on a Bridging Visa E, who arrived in Australia by boat after 13 August 2013, will have NO 
WORK RIGHTS. This group are mainly adult single males and are provided an initial 6 week period of support called Commu-
nity Assistance Support (CAS) Transitional support, which includes: 
• basic living allowance (89% of Centrelink special benefits payments) 
• short term accommodation (4 - 6 weeks) at various locations (Clients pay a DIAC set rate of $85 per week) 
• access to Medicare and assistance to access physical and mental health care, & pharmaceuticals (approved by DIAC) 
At the end of the six week transitional support period, most asylum seekers in this group will move off CAS Transitional support 
onto ASAS, so will have reduced casework support and will receive 89% of Centrelink. 
People seeking asylum in the community who have been released from detention onto bridging visas rely on the private rental 
market for accommodation. Due to their low income, and for many, lack of work rights, many are likely to be vulnerable to des-
titution and homelessness. 
In the last eighteen months 16,477 people have been released on Bridging visas while their claims for protection are considered. 

Hello My Name is Sheelagh. 
I live in Syria. 
I came here with my husband and three chil-
dren from Afghanistan. 
My family and I had to leave our home country 
Afghanistan. 
We lived in constant fear of death because of 
the threats against our lives because of our 
ethnicity and our religion. 
Over a year ago my husband went out to do the 
shopping for our family and never came back. 
My children and I could not leave the house 
because of the explosions and killings going on 
in the town were we lived. 
We were not liked very much because of our 
ethnicity and because we came from another 
country. 
I decided that I and my family would have to 
leave Syria or we would die. 
I spoke with my children and said I will get us 
to Australia there we will be free and we will 
be safe. 
I arrived to Australia by boat, it took us three 
months and it was a very difficult journey. 

Hello My Name is Sheelagh. 
I live in Community detention in 
Melbourne with my three chil-
dren, Josh 16, Nadine 15 and 
Robert 8.   
My three children all go to school 
I have a nice house.  
My family has food, shelter and 
clothing. 
My children have ambitions and 
dreams of their future. 
Josh wants to be an engineer. 
Nadine wants to be a doctor. 
Robert wants his father. 

Hello My Name is Sheelagh. 
I am a single parent to my three 
children. 
I am a mother. 
I am a father. 
My children do not go to school. 
I am homeless. 
I am hungry. 
I am afraid. 
I can not speak English. 
I have no visa. 
I have no work rights. 
My children are sad. 
I am sad. 
I am lost. 
I am destitute 
I am a ghost. 



A psalm for our generation 
Lord, I’m bewildered and depressed by the injustice I hear 
about and see – day after day. 
I’m angry that it goes on and on and on and on … 
What can one person do in the face of such great need? 
I’m knackered through trying to address these issues 
and fed up that I’m powerless to make any difference. 
But it’s not me that needs you to intervene, 
it’s the marginalised strangers, you know, 
the ones you implored us to welcome. 
Lord, where’s your care and concern 
for the least of ‘these children of mine’? 
Why does a civilised society that supposedly 
champions the cause of freedom for the oppressed 
allow those who flee to our shores for safety 
to go without a roof, without a bed, without a crust, 
in the hope that they’ll eventually get fed up & slope off home’? 
Where are you and where is your justice, Lord? 
Has someone stolen your scales? 
But I know, or at least I hope, 
that you have seen the story unfold for every individual 
who lies awake at night unable to sleep or rest 
because of the physical and emotional trauma 
they have experienced back in their native country 
and the shock of exclusion  
and disbelief they have encountered here. 
You the tortured One 
felt the brutal pain of their imprisonment, 
their beatings, their torture, their rape. 
You the rejected One listen to the cries of those rejected today: 
you stand alongside them  
and offer solidarity, comfort and acceptance. 
You the despised One know each fearful prejudiced thought 
that leads to mistrust and disbelief; and you know the truth. 
The actions, words and thoughts of us  
all are weighed in your scales. 
Bring justice, Lord, and please don’t let them wait another day. 
Amen 
 
Jeremy Thompson, from Like Leaves to the Sun: Prayers from the Iona 
Community (to be published in June 2013 by Wild Goose 
Publications), www.ionabooks.com 

KEY CONTACT INFORMATION 
Asylum Seekers Centre Dandenong 
• Distributes material aid (e.g. clothing, bed linen, 

computers) to local asylum seekers 
• Provides food to registered members living in the 

South East Dandenong region. Currently at capac-
ity (Nov 2012) and not registering new members 
but this may change in the future. 

Jesus House Level 1 Hub Arcade 1/26 McCrae Street 
Dandenong VIC 3175 
T: 0409 416 744 
Hours:8:30AM–2:30PM Tues,Weds,Fri 
 
Asylum Seeker Resource Centre (ASRC) 
Australia's largest asylum seeker advocacy, aid and 
health organisation. Services include: 
• Material aid, foodbank, community meals 
• Legal advice and representation 
• Casework, housing support, advocacy and referrals 

Employment and Community Development 
• English Classes and social activities 
• Counselling, health services, remedial therapy 
12 Batman Street, 
West Melbourne VIC 3003 
T: (03) 9326 6066 
F: (03) 9326 5199 
E: admin@asrc.org.au 
W: www.asrc.org.au 
Hours: 10AM – 5PM Mon – Fri 
 
Australian Red Cross VIC – Asylum Seekers Assis-
tance Scheme (ASAS) 
• Limited healthcare assistance 
• Referrals to agencies for settlement issues. 
• Personal support and advocacy for persons in de-

tention centres Support for friends and family in-
cluding information and referrals. 

• Financial assistance 
23–47 Villiers Street, North Melbourne VIC 3051 
T: (03) 8327 7700 F: (03) 8327 7711 
W: www.redcross.org.au/asylum-seeker- assistance-
scheme.aspx 
Hours: 9–5 Mon to Fri 
 
Brigidine Asylum Seeker Project (BASP) 
BASP provides accommodation, support and settle-
ment services to refugees who have been long term 
detained or to asylum seekers with health and special 
needs. Their services include: 
• Housing 
• Financial support 
• Advocacy 
• Provision of information 
52 Beaconsfield Pde, Albert Park, 3206 
T: (03) 9696 2107 
E: bssc@cyberspace.net.au W: 
www.brigidineasp.org.au 
Hours: 9–5 Mon to Fri 


