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Alienating Indonesia  
to deter refugees? 

Bruce Duncan 

This year of grace, 2014, has begun with some startlingly 
ungracious omens. Two are especially distressing: the 
appalling treatment of asylum seekers who have knocked 
on our door in search of refuge and protection; and the way 
the Abbott government has damaged relations with 
Indonesia. 

The veil of secrecy enveloping the treatment of asylum 
seekers in indefinite detention camps on Christmas Island, 
and even more disturbingly on Nauru and Manus Island, is 
deeply troubling, as Fr Edmond Nixon points out in his 
parish bulletin in North Perth (see our SPC website). 

Church leaders have repeatedly called for humane 
treatment and a regional approach to managing refugees. 
Bishop Christopher Saunders, chair of the Australian 
Catholic Social Justice Council, rejected government 
rhetoric on 23 January that Australia is fighting a war 
against people smugglers (http://tinyurl.com/nu6a85q). 
“If it is a war, then it is being fought against wretched and 
defenceless people.” He quoted Pope Francis that refugees 
and migrants are “not pawns on the chessboard of 
humanity”. 

Australia has been able to push East Timor around, 
especially in previous negotiations on revenue from oil 
fields close to East Timor. If allegations are true that 
Australian intelligence officers bugged the offices of the 
East Timor negotiating team in 2006, it would seriously 
damage Australia’s reputation abroad.  

Unfortunately, our government wants to shoot the messenger. 
On 3 December, ASIO raided the home of the whistle-blower, a 
former senior officer of the Australian Secret Intelligence 
Service, and the office of the Canberra lawyer representing East 
Timor, Bernard Collaery. We await developments as the case is 
heard at the International Court of Justice in The Hague. 

But Australia cannot push Indonesia around, and the 
Abbott government continues to fray relations with that 
country, with megaphone diplomacy, and unilaterally 
towing boats back into Indonesian waters. What would 
Australians think if Indonesian warships towed boats back 
to a few miles off our shore? 

A former senior naval officer, Captain John Ingram, after 
being awarded an Order of Australia medal for his 
protection and rescue of Indo-Chinese refugees, said on 
27 January that there was growing anger among naval 
personnel that they were being ordered to tow boats back to 
Indonesia. It was “abhorrent” to service personnel, and 
they resent being used for political purposes. 

Indonesia is our closest large neighbour, and a rapidly 
modernising country, with a population ten times that of 
Australia. Its economy is growing strongly, and is a 
significant economic power regionally, and, increasingly, 
globally. It is already an important partner for Australian 
trade and security.  

Many Australians are becoming quite concerned. Not only 
does our government pursue policies which place the 
wellbeing of asylum seekers seriously at risk, ignoring 
critical assessment of these policies by international 
agencies such as UNHCR, but in ‘turning back the boats’ 
our government is also treating this uniquely important 
relationship with Indonesia in a provocative manner. 

Welcome asylum seekers & refugees—Refugee Action protest 27 July 2013 
Melbourne, by Takver, flickr cc 

Radio campaign to expose 
trafficking in labour 

A major campaign is being run through ethnic media to 
reach people forced to work in Australia for little or no 
wages. The Radio Awareness Project campaign is funded 
by ACRATH (Australian Catholic Religious against 
Trafficking in Humans), and issues announcements in 
Vietnamese, Mandarin, Thai, Arabic, Filipino, and 
Spanish. The campaign is supported by the Australian 
Federal Police, with texts by Anti-Slavery Australia (part-
funded by the Australian Government). 

ACRATH’s national projects co-ordinator, Christine 
Carolan, said the campaign offered support to people who 
are forced to work for little or no pay. This is against the 
law in Australia, and she encouraged victims to seek help 
from the Australian Federal Police, and free legal advice 
from Anti-Slavery Australia. 

A worker trafficked into Australia can be told they owe 
their trafficker $35,000 or more. Some are afraid to speak 
up for fear of violence against them or their family back 
home, Ms Carolan said. 

ACRATH is endorsed by Catholic Religious Australia, 
peak body for 190 religious orders in Australia,  
http://acrath.org.au/. 
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Are disability pensions 
‘unsustainable’? 

The Abbott government is contending that there has been a 
sharp increase in numbers of people on disability 
payments, such that the system is becoming unsustainable. 
Is there massive rorting of social security, or are there other 
explanations? 

At first glance, the numbers of people on disability 
payments appear disturbing, increasing from 236,800 in 
June 1980 to nearly 800,000 in 2013. The disability 
payments are more generous than the miserly Newstart, 
paying $260 a fortnight extra. At the beginning of 2014, the 
disability payment for a single independent person over 21 
is $751.70, and for those under 21 is $532.60 

The Gillard government launched initiatives to encourage 
people on disability payments to move back into paid work, 
or to work more hours, and the Abbott government will 
presumably continue these efforts. 

Yet things are not always what they seem. Professor Peter 
Whiteford from Social Policy Research at the University of 
New South Wales has shown that when you take into 
account increased population in Australia, the ageing of the 
population, and the interaction with other parts of social 
security, the number of people on disability payments has 
not increased disproportionately, but indeed has decreased. 

In Inside Story on 12 May 2011, Whiteford wrote that, as a 
percentage of the working-age population, the rate of 
disability had basically been stable since 2002. The rate of 
disability increases with age, until people can access the age 
pension. 

Between 1996 and 2009, the proportion of people on 
disability payments increased from 4.3% to 5.1%, though if 
the age structure had not changed the proportion would 
have been only 4.7%. “This means that about half the total 
increase in numbers was the result of population ageing 
alone”. 

Changes in government policy also made a significant 
difference, particularly the increase in the age at which 
women could access the age pension from 60 to 65, a 
process beginning in 1995.  

Whiteford continues that in 1996 only 3,400 women aged 
60 to 65 received the disability pension, but 194,000 
received the age pension. Compare this to the 2009 figures, 
with 68,000 women in that age group receiving the 
disability pension, while only 81,000 received the age 
pension.  

Meanwhile, the government phased out other 
entitlements, including mature age allowances, the 
partner allowance, the wife and widow B pensions and the 
widow allowance. In the mid-1990s, about 4% of the 
population received these ‘closed payments’, but this 
dropped to only 1% by 2011. 

In reality, the numbers of people claiming welfare 
payments actually dropped from 68% of women aged 60 
to 65 in 1996, to 39% in 2009.  

Whiteford notes that Australia needs to increase the 
percentage of working-age people on disability payments 
to encourage employment from the 2011 figure of about 
40%. The OECD average is 44%. He also notes that 
poverty rates of those on disability payments are among 
the highest in the OECD, and recommends that Australia 
increase income benefit rates for those not in 
employment. 

With future increases in the pension age to 67 by 2023 for 
men and women, the number of people on disability 
benefits is likely to increase further, but considering the 
changes in policies and the ageing of population, talk of 
disability payments being unsustainable is misleading. 

Major Jenny Begent  
joins SPC Board 

The Board of Social Policy Connections is delighted to 
welcome as a member Major Jenny Begent from the 
Salvation Army. 
Jenny was one of the 
speakers at the 
November 
conference of the 
Yarra Institute on 
Key challenges and 
responsibilities of 
the churches in the 
current social 
context. 

Jenny has been a 
Salvation Army 
officer for 28 years, 
serving in leadership 
positions in Western Australia, Tasmania, and Victoria. 
Her main areas of expertise are in homelessness, housing, 
and family violence. Her interest in family violence is 
primarily focused on its effects on the family as a unit, and 
the subsequent challenge for the wider community.   

She has held office on several state peak bodies, been 
appointed to a number of state committees and boards, 
and is active in the community in her personal life. Her 
interests are in social policy, and ensuring that policy 
reflects the changes required by those experiencing 
poverty and harm. She currently provides oversight to 
Community & Social Services within the greater 
Melbourne area.  

PMs XIII Coaching Clinic and Match,  
by Department of Foreign Affairs & Trade, flickr cc 


