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Asylum seekers:  
breakthrough or debacle? 

Bruce Duncan 

The Rudd government is taking an enormous gamble in 

refusing to accept asylum seekers arriving by boat. If the 

prospect of spending years languishing on Nauru or Manus 

Island is a strong enough deterrent, it may end or slow boat 

arrivals and the loss of life at sea. Some 1,100 people have 

drowned since 2008 trying to reach Australia. 

But the boats keep coming, and the numbers of asylum 

seekers may overwhelm the limited capacity of offshore 

centres. The worst case scenario is for increased rioting, 

self-harm and suicides, centres in flames, systemic human 

rights abuse, and disintegration of community life in the 

islands - truly nightmarish prospects. 

Labor leaders are spooked that the numbers of people 

arriving by boat sharply increased to nearly 25,000 in 2012

-13, with the prospect of their continuing to rise. John 

Menadue commented in New Matilda on 29 July, “Least 

worst option and minimising PNG”, public opinion would 

not tolerate such numbers of boat arrivals.  

Both Labor and the Coalition have embraced very high-risk 

strategies to stop the boats reaching Australia, at vast 

financial cost to Australia. Including naval and air 

surveillance, the cost of border protection and detention 

systems is more than $8 billion, greater than the disability 

insurance scheme and the national broadband network 

together. And how does one measure the immense personal 

cost to asylum seekers?  

Even if the boat arrivals slow or stop, it is highly unlikely 

that the camps in Nauru and PNG could provide humane 

and acceptable conditions. At least 80% of the buildings in 

the Nauru detention centre were destroyed in a riot on 19 

July, involving many of the 545 male detainees, and 

causing an estimated $60 million damage. Some 152 

asylum seekers were arrested, overwhelming Nauru’s 

miniscule legal and prison systems. Nauru is the smallest 

country in the United Nations, with an area of only 21 

square kilometres and a population of 9,400 people. What 

effect will the drama over asylum seekers have on the 

people of Nauru? 

A “cruel and degrading policy” 

Thirty two Salvation Army personnel who had been 

working on Nauru for ten months issued a statement after 

the riot, claiming that it was “an inevitable outcome from a 

cruel and degrading policy”. They said that the “mental 

health impact of detention in this harsh physical and policy 

environment cannot be overstated”, yet their concerns had 

been “continuously ignored by the Department of 

Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC).” (See http://

newmatilada.com for 24 July).  

According to ex-G4S manager, Rod St George, there is an 

almost complete lack of transparency and little 

accountability. Media are firmly excluded and staff are 

bound under confidentiality agreements. 
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Caz Coleman 
The crisis with asylum seekers;  
realism versus humane concern 

Caz Coleman will review efforts to improve outcomes for 
refugees and asylum seekers. Caz recently returned from a 
posting in Nauru as Contract Manager for Salvation Army 

support services. She was previously Director of the  
Hotham Mission Asylum Seeker Project. 

Misha Coleman 
What YOU can do 

How local church and community groups can help shape 
humane policies, including by questioning candidates for the 
federal elections. Misha Coleman is Executive Officer of the 

Australian Churches Refugee Taskforce. 

SPC Forum Wednesday 7 August 7:30pm 
Yarra Theological Union Study Centre, 34 Bedford Street, Box Hill 

Light refreshments offered afterwards 
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Developing alternatives 

John Menadue is undoubtedly correct that only a 
coordinated effort can succeed, with countries such as 
Thailand, Malaysia, and Indonesia providing temporary 
accommodation, and resettlement countries like 
Australia, Canada, the USA, and New Zealand funding the 
programs. “Nothing else will work”, says Menadue, one of 
the architects of the resettlement programs after the 
Vietnam War. 

Refugee advocate, Kevin Peoples, has developed a 
proposal to help resolve the asylum seeker crisis in his 
“Boat People and Australia: Towards a Solution”, 
published on the SPC website. Like Menadue, Peoples 
proposes setting up regional processing centres in transit 
countries in Southeast Asia. These centres would be 
funded by Australia and other developed nations, which 
would offer resettlement to increased numbers of 
refugees. He argues that Australia should take most of its 
refugees from this region.  

Unless it is a step to a wider regional solution, it is hard to 
see the Nauru and Manus Island ventures becoming 
anything but a complete debacle.  

The complete article can be found on our website. 
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Church responses 
Religious and humanitarian groups have been especially 

critical of the harsh government policy on asylum seekers. 

Speaking for the Australian Catholic Bishops, Bishop 

Gerard Hanna said it was “fundamentally untrue” that 

people had no right to seek asylum in Australia.  

The Catholic Bishops Conference of Solomon 

Islands and Papua New Guinea on 21 July protested 

that PNG does not have the capacity “to welcome a sizeable 

influx of refugees and provide for their immediate needs.” 

Bishop Philip Huggins, Chair of the Melbourne 

Anglican Social Responsibility Committee, urged 

humane treatment of asylum seekers and an end to 

punitive measures against them.  

The President of the Uniting Church Assembly, Rev Prof 

Andrew Dutney, said denying refugees resettlement in 

Australia would have a devastating impact on already 

traumatised people fleeing persecution. The facilities on 

Manus Island are grossly inadequate. “It is burden-shifting 

at its most base.” 

Catholics in Coalition for Justice and Peace said 

“Dumping thousands of displaced people on Papua New 

Guinea” placed unfair burdens on impoverished Nauru and 

PNG. 

The Sisters of Mercy of Papua New Guinea felt 

“embarrassed and ashamed” of the “dangerous” decision of 

the PNG Prime Minister to accept refugees, since PNG itself 

faced huge issues of poverty and unemployment. Sister 

Berneice Loch, wrote: “Our Sisters continue vehemently 

to condemn such actions which increase the suffering and 

anguish of asylum seekers.” 

Sr Annette Cunlife src, President of Catholic 

Religious Australia, the peak body for about 8,000 

religious personnel, expressed shock at the new policies, 

and called for long-term solutions to protect asylum 

seekers and their rights.  

Jesuit Refugee Service condemned “this cruel and 

inhumane policy” as “punitive, ill-considered and rushed”.  

St David’s Uniting Church Oakleigh was there - Refugee Action protest  
27 July 2013 Melbourne by Takver, flickr cc Pope Francis on Lampedusa Island 

With a population of only 6,000, Lampedusa has been a 
gateway to Europe for over 200,000 people since 1999, 
with about 4,000 arriving this year. Many asylum seekers 
have drowned crossing to Italy, an estimated 20,000 in the 
last two decades, with about 500 being reported dead or 
missing in 2012. 

Pope Francis praised the people of Lampedusa for the help 
they have offered the boat people. “May your example be a 
beacon for the world as a whole to have the courage to 
welcome those who are looking for a better life”. He 
lamented that “we have lost a sense of responsibility for our 
brothers and sisters”, resulting in “globalised indifference”. 
“We are a society which has forgotten how to weep, how to 
experience compassion.” 

See our website for further details. 

Pope Francis met with media  
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