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Seek the truth and Serve humanity

This editorial is a clarion 
call to every decent 
Australian: a call to stop 
the Abbott government’s 

policy of putting people into 
offshore concentration camps … 
out of sight and out of mind. 
Our government now plays host to 
our own plural Guantanamo Bays.
Refugees whose only crime is 
their fundamental desire to escape 
persecution and make a decent life 
for themselves and their families 
are being treated like criminals and 
called ‘illegals’.
History records the atrocities of the Nazis in Germany, 
with every German since that time carrying that shame. 
Today, our governments legislate similar practices against 
those seeking refuge from torture and trauma in countries 
in turmoil. Do we want to bear that shame down the 
generations?
We know that our governments (both Labor and Liberal) 
attempt to hide the evidence by sending these seekers 
of refuge to offshore concentration camps. We know 
that they try to convince Australians that these people 
are criminals by calling them ‘illegals’. We know that our 
governments care not that these traumatised people 
include pregnant women and young children, but inaction 
makes us complicit.
When families were being transported across the country 
to concentration camps to be gassed in Nazi Germany, 
German people averted their eyes. Some called it 
‘looking to the side’. Are we looking to the side, because 
if so, the actions of this government become actions in 
our name. We must take whatever action is possible 
so that future generations will not have to say that we 
Australians are indeed looking to the side. 

In July 2013, a former guard at the Manus 
Island detention centre confirmed 
that immigration staff at the detention 
centre ignored a series of rapes 
and assaults on male detainees. The 
perpetrators were permitted to stay 
with their victims because there was 
nowhere else to keep them. He stated 
that the detention centre ‘couldn’t even 
serve as a dog kennel’ and that ‘suicide 
and self-harm occurred almost daily’ 
(Asylum Seeker Resource Centre).
The Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
continues to express concern about 

Australia sending asylum seekers to Nauru or Manus 
Island. It has found that both centres constitute arbitrary 
and mandatory detention, do not provide a fair, efficient 
and fast system for assessing refugee claims, do not provide 
safe and humane conditions and do not give asylum 
seekers adequate and timely solutions. The UNHCR sees 
Australia’s process of sending asylum seekers to Manus 
Island and Nauru as breaking international law.
The government’s clumsy attempts to place the whole 
refugee issue on a ‘war footing’ is a crime against 
humanity.  Having a high-ranking army officer stand at 
attention alongside Minister Scott Morrison at press 
conferences is an affront to us all. To suggest we are 
involved in a war with those seeking refuge from torture 
and death is an insult to the Australian people. We are not 
at war with those seeking sanctuary with us.
We need to remember that when the government talks 
about ‘illegals’, ‘queue jumpers’ and other such emotive 
names, that it is the government that is engaging in 
criminality because it is deliberately breaking international 
law. It is time that each and every Australian says by letter 
or email or phone call to Tony Abbott … NOT IN MY 
NAME! 

inaction is 
coMPlicity!
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The comments were brushed aside as soon 
as they were uttered. Prime Minister Tony 
Abbott’s administration insists that its 
policies are legal and safe, and the vast bulk 

of Australians apparently back even harsher methods 
against asylum seekers. It is now clear who has won this 
battle, and it isn’t the forces pushing for moderation.
After 20 years of steadily increasing cruelty towards 
refugees, it’s time to admit that we’ve reached a 
stalemate. Simply arguing for a more humane approach 
has failed. Reason, international law and common sense 
are no match against inflammatory media reporting, false 
fears about asylum seekers living in the community, and 

politicians proudly punishing the most vulnerable in the 
name of ‘deterrence.’

enter the need for a new approach, one that seriously 
ups the ante: sanctions against the Australian state 
for ignoring humanitarian law. Australia deserves 
nothing less. A price must be paid, in a political and 
economic sense, for flagrantly breaching Australian and 
international conventions. This could be directed at 
both the multinationals such as Serco and G4S, who are 
administering the government’s policies, and the bank 
accounts and assets maintained by government ministers 
and officials.

Why it’s time for               
un sanctions 

against australia

This month, the United Nations accused 
Canberra of potentially breaking 
international law by forcibly repelling 
refugee boats back to Indonesia. Adrian 
Edwards, spokesman for the UN high 
commissioner for refugees, said that the 
international body was ‘concerned by any 
policy or practice that involved pushing 
asylum-seeker boats back at sea without 
a proper consideration of individual needs 
for protection.’ He continued: ‘any such 
approach would raise significant issues 
and potentially place Australia in breach 
of its obligations under the 1951 refugee 
convention and other international law 
obligations.’

By ANTONy LOeWeNSTeIN
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Australian citizens must feel this 
global isolation in their daily lives, 
and be made to realise that business 
as usual is a choice that will bring 
tough penalties. Locking up children 
on remote Pacific islands, without 
proper medical or psychological 
care, is designed for only one 
purpose: pain. States opposed to 
these breaches must gather together 
and take action, regardless of the 
inevitable short-term bleating from 
the Australian government. Activists 
around the world and at home must 
have a clear target and goal: to make 
Western state powers believe they 
are immune from prosecution. The 
idea of a senior Western leader 
or official being charged for war 
crimes or abuses of power is almost 
unheard of. The recent news that 
British human rights lawyers are 
pushing for the International Criminal Court (ICC) to 
prosecute local military figures and politicians over 
serial breaches against detainees in Iraq after 2003 was 
an important reminder that it isn’t only presidents in 
dictatorships that might face the wrath of The Hague. 
We are surely not far away from a precedent being set 
with the sight of a London or Washington-based official 
found guilty for covering up systematic assaults against 
Iraqis or Afghans during the last decade.

Journalist Glenn Greenwald’s book, With Liberty and 
Justice for Some, explains how the US system is designed 
to protect the powerful at the expense of the majority. 
There are countless officials after 9/11 who haven’t been 
jailed for ordering and performing waterboarding, sexual 
assaults, illegal interrogations, hiding prisoners in black 
sites and invading nations. President Barack Obama has 
ferociously protected the worst abusers, including CIA 
torturers, and provided immunity.

The relevance to Australia is clear. Western leaders live 
under the belief that they can behave as they like to the 
powerless and invisible. Asylum seekers are essentially 
voiceless, reporters are barred from visiting where 
they’re warehoused in Nauru and Papua New Guinea, 
and the daily drumbeat of dishonest rhetoric wrongly 
accuses them of being ‘illegal’.

even the threat of sanctions against Australia would 
enrage the Abbott government and its backers. Australia 
is a democracy, they will claim. Australia’s decisions are 
checked and approved by lawyers, they may argue. 
Australians can vote out recalcitrant regimes, they could 
state.

And yet transparency over asylum seeker policy has 
arguably never been more absent. There are far too few 
journalists dedicated to investigating the refugee issue, 
media organisations prefer sending their ‘journalists’ to 
junkets in Los Angeles promoting Australian celebrities, 
and the result is an immigration bureaucracy that 

rightly believes its actions have 
few consequences, shielded from 
censure.

Sanctions against Australia would 
wake them up immediately – even 
though the usefulness of traditional 
sanctions are questionable. Imagine 
if immigration minister Scott 
Morrison feared leaving the country 
amidst threats of questioning if he 
landed at Heathrow airport because 
of the abuse of asylum seekers in his 
care.

The first obvious step is rousing 
worldwide support to place serious 
pressure on Australia and make its 
officials and leaders uncomfortable. 
Ask them tough questions in global 
forums. Demand they explain why 
dumping vulnerable men, women 
and children in isolated prison 

camps doesn’t warrant sanctions. Tell them that the 
humane treatment of asylum seekers, at a time when 
the globe is struggling to cope with millions of displaced 
Syrians and growing numbers of climate refugees, is vital 
in a connected world.

The Australian government feels invincible, protected 
under America’s security blanket and selling its dirty coal 
to the world. We are sold the myth that building remote 
detention camps will protect us from the ‘hordes’ 
trying to enter our promised land. It’s impossible not to 
conclude that Australia, a colonial construction, doesn’t 
see itself akin to Canada, the US and Israel as countries 
struggling to cope with people various officials call 
‘infiltrators’. That bubble must be burst, and the threats 
of sanctions will be the required shot. Until Australia and 
its defenders appreciate the necessity to treat asylum 
seekers with dignity and respect, they should feel the 
world’s opprobrium.

Talk is no longer enough. The UN has had more than 
20 years to convince Australia to abandon mandatory 
detention and its associated ills. Frankly, it hasn’t tried 
hard enough. Absent of a complete overhaul of the UN 
system, something that is long overdue, let legitimate 
legal sanctions be threatened and used.

It’s a price every Australian, myself included, should feel. 
n

antony loewenstein
Independent journalist and author
Sydney, Australia
+61 402 893 690
http://antonyloewenstein.com/
http://twitter.com/#!/antloewenstein   
<http://twitter.com/#%21/antloewenstein> 

“ 
The Australian 
government feels 
invincible, protected 
under America’s 
security blanket and 
selling its dirty coal 
to the world.



4 the BEACON

During the 2013 election campaign, both 
major parties engaged in a competition to 
outdo each other in their promises to mistreat 
boat people. The theory was that this would 
deter others from seeking protection here. 

As it happens, the boats kept coming, even during the 
monsoon season in late 2013 and early 2014. 
Promising to treat innocent people badly is not usually a 
vote winner. In most cases it would be seen as a mark of 
depravity.
But in any event, the argument starts at the wrong place. 
It starts with the Coalition’s oft-repeated statement that 
boat people are ‘illegals’. It starts from the language 
of ‘border protection’ and ‘queue jumping’: language 
calculated to make the public think boat people are 
undesirables, people to be feared, people we need to be 
protected from.
The fact is that boat people do not break any law by 
coming here the way they do. Over the past 15 years, 
more than 90% of them have ultimately been assessed 
as refugees entitled to our protection. Their arrival rate 
in the 12 months to 30 June 2013 was much higher than 
the historic average, but even so, it represented only 

four weeks’ ordinary population growth. While 25,000 
boat people arrived in Australia in those 12 months, we 
received 200,000 new permanent migrants and 4 million 
visitors during the same time. Boat people do not present 
a demographic problem for Australia.
Spooked by tabloid scare-mongering, both major parties 
chose deterrent policies: treat them harshly; push them 
off to small, impoverished Pacific neighbours. The low 
point of this was the Coalition bringing in the military 
to deal with the ‘emergency’. This, and the language of 
‘war’, was calculated to make the public at large feel that 
Australia is under attack, which is so ludicrous as to be 
an insult. 
The spectacular cost of these measures passes without 
complaint because it is seen as a kind of protection. While 
it is difficult to separate out the various components of 
the cost, on current estimates, we are spending about 
$4 billion each year trying to evade our responsibilities 
under the Refugees Convention.
So, how better to deal with boat people?
First, it is essential for a political leader to show some 
actual leadership by explaining the facts: boat people are 
not ‘illegals’; they are practically certain to be refugees; 
we deliberately, consciously mistreat them for political 
purposes; it costs us a fortune to treat them this way.
I do not advocate an open borders policy. Initial detention 
for people who arrive without papers is reasonable. But 

An alternative to indefinite 
detention of refugees 

by Julian Burnside
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it should be limited to one month, for preliminary health 
and security checks. After that, release them on interim 
visas with the following conditions:
•	 They	must	stay	in	contact	with	the	Department	until	

their refugee status has been decided.
•	 They	are	allowed	to	work	or	study.
•	 They	have	access	to	Centrelink	and	Medicare	benefits.
•	 Until	 their	 refugee	 status	 is	 determined,	 they	 must	

live in specified rural or regional towns. There are 
plenty of country towns which are slowly shrinking 
as people leave. The National Farmers’ Federation 
estimates that there are 96,000 unfilled jobs in 
country areas – the likelihood is that many asylum 
seekers would get jobs.

If this approach were adopted, and if every asylum seeker 
remained on benefits, it would cost about $30,000 per 
person per year, making a generous allowance for 
administrative overheads. even assuming a continued 
arrival rate matching 2012–2013, the total cost would 
be about $750,000,000 per year. That is to be compared 
with the current cost of about $4,000,000,000 per year. 
More importantly, all that money would be spent in the 
local economy of country towns: on accommodation, 
food and clothing. There are plenty of country towns in 
Australia that would be enthusiastic to receive that sort 
of economic stimulus.

This new approach would save us more than three 
billion dollars a year. It would also avoid all the massive 
psychiatric harm which is caused by locking up innocent 
people indefinitely.
If an Australian government could be persuaded to adopt 
an approach like this, I would urge it to use part of the 
money saved to create benefits within the community. 
A billion dollars a year could be turned to creating more 
public housing for homeless Australians; another billion 
dollars a year could be applied to building schools or 
hospitals or other infrastructure projects, or used to 
reduce the deficit or reverse tertiary education funding 
cuts.
We would still save at least a billion dollars a year. That is 
one thousand million dollars: quite a lot considering how 
much hand-wringing went into the decision not to give 
SPC Ardmona $25 million to help it restructure.
There are many ways these ideas could be implemented. 
A few billion dollars a year can be used to damage asylum 
seekers profoundly, or it can be used for the benefit of 
the community in which asylum seekers live pending 
refugee status determination. But it won’t happen until 
someone shows enough leadership that we are behaving 
badly because we have been misled about the character 
of the people who wash up on our shores. n

Media go 
Missing

It is remarkable how complacent Australia’s media 
has been in response to the federal government’s 
brazenly cynical suppression of information about 
asylum seeker boat arrivals. There were a few 

indignant editorials and then the circus moved on.
Doubtless, this is exactly what the Abbott government 
anticipated. It is a truism of media relations that you 
get your nasty stuff out of the way quickly, because the 
short-windedness of the media means that your pain 
will all be over in 24 hours.
On this occasion, however, the nasty stuff concerns 
suppression of information to the public about what 
the government is doing in a highly contentious area of 
public policy. It has been achieved by simply reframing a 
humanitarian issue as a national security issue.
The Labor opposition and the Greens have tried to keep 
it alive, and have been duly reported. Labor has from 
time to time claimed credit for any reduction in boat 
arrivals, and has been duly reported.
Incidents at sea, including the coordination of a recent 
rescue of a boat in distress, have been duly reported, as 
have sightings by Christmas Islanders.

The weekly briefings by the Minister for Immigration 
Scott Morrison have been duly reported, as has his 
recent decision to brand asylum seekers as ‘ – a 
throwback to the inflammatory and inaccurate language 
of the Howard era’.
But it is all so passive. It depends on something 
happening or someone saying something. Where is the 
proactive disclosure journalism that is always necessary 
as a counter to government secrecy?
It is curious that the media have been so supine in the 
current situation, where there is simply no justification 
for invoking national security considerations. It is all just 
spin. Terms like ‘Operation Sovereign Borders’ give the 
boat patrol a military flavour without the substance. 
There is no mortal enemy trying to kill Australian service 
personnel. There is no war.
Whatever the cause, the media seem to have lost sight 
of the larger principle at stake. If governments can 
extend the boundaries of national security to include 
anything it finds embarrassing or difficult, then the 
public’s right to know really will be in peril. n

denis Muller
adelaide voices December 2013/February 2014
Originally published by The Conversation October 2013 
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So sixty per cent of Australians want harsher, meaner 
conditions in detention centres for asylum seekers.          
They need not worry – the abbott government 
intends to deliver.

by Pamela curr

Refugee Rights Coordinator, 
Asylum Seeker Resource Centre

australia 
BUILT BY 
boat PeoPle
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So what does this mean? What are the present 
conditions? It is fair to say that because of a 
media blackout and a lack of communications 
in detention centres, few know what is really 

happening. However, ignorance has not stilled their cries 
for more punishment for asylum seekers.
So what are the conditions?
On arrival at Christmas Island, as people come off the 
boats wet and dirty after days at sea sitting in the same 
position with little food and water, families are separated 
and pushed aboard buses to different camps, with no 
possibility of phone or computer contact for weeks.
All offshore camps are bare bones and of Third World 
standard. Aqua has 6 toilet/shower cubicles for 400–500 
people. Pregnant women wait up to 90 minutes in queues 
to use the wet, stinky facilities. Manus Island is a sea of hot, 
damp tents with the ground ankle deep in water during 
rain. The Nauru family compound consists of communal 
tents with no air-conditioning and 
fans not working because of power 
cuts. There is no shade, no facilities 
for children to play and no going 
to school at any of these camps 
for children. Food is the same, day 
in day out: tough meat/chicken/
rice with boiled, tinned vegetables. 
Clothing is minimal, with no changes 
of underwear for some. It is hard to 
imagine what these Australians baying 
for harsher conditions actually want.
Australian camps vary widely but 
are also donga accommodation for 
most. The families in Melbourne, for 
example, live in 3 x 3 metre rooms 
with a double bunk bed on one wall 
and a cupboard on the other, with 
one window beside the door at the 
front. These are stacked alongside others, so there is 
no privacy. The guards are more civilised in Melbourne. 
People coming from offshore comment on the fact that 
these guards do not shout at them and abuse them, as is 
the practice in offshore camps and in Darwin.
But worst of all is not knowing what will happen and 
constantly being told by camp staff that they do not know 
either. Currently there is no process underway. People 
exist from day to day hoping for information. Christmas 
Island camps have televisions, but these are not turned 
on. They have NO access to news from radio, print or 
Tv. It is the same on Nauru and Manus. Computer access 
is limited to non-existent, depending on which camp. It is 
useful only for email and Facebook, as downloading is so 
slow as to be impossible. All human rights and legal advice 
sites are blocked – even Google maps!
The war on pregnant women is a new phenomenon. 
Women’s care is so bad and the conditions in which 
they live so frightening that some in offshore camps or 
threatened with Nauru have asked for abortions. This is 
happening because the women fear for a baby’s survival 
in the heat of Nauru and the filth of the tent camps. The 
women are told that their baby is illegal and has the same 
illegal status as the parents. On return to the detention 

centre with the new babe, the parents are visited in their 
room by a compliance officer who delivers the following 
information. your child is illegal. even though your child 
has an Australian birth certificate (withheld) your child 
does not have Australian nationality and will never get a 
visa. you and the baby will be sent to Nauru. This has led 
to confusion when distraught mothers have asked what 
they can do for their babies to get them a visa and legal 
status, and some officers have told them that the only 
way was to ‘give the baby up’ to an Australian family or 
permanent citizen. Some interpreted this to mean that 
they should give their baby away and they were very angry 
at the suggestion.
Women are being denied contraceptive packs of pills on 
Nauru. They are forced to stand in queues in the hot sun 
for up to two hours daily for an individually dispensed daily 
tablet. Some women are now asking for the six months’ 
injection, even though it has consequences, as a means of 
avoiding this distressing queueing. 

Women are being separated from 
husbands and children and flown 
thousands of kilometres for basic 
medical care. Five women recently 
flew the 9,700 kilometres round trip 
from Christmas Island to Melbourne 
for scans. This insanity is practised 
to keep families offshore even when 
it makes no sense. There is a rule 
that all pregnant women, Australians 
included, must leave Christmas 
Island at 32 weeks because of the 
lack of facilities.
Women are being vaccinated on 
Christmas Island with substances 
which are contraindicated for 
pregnant women. One girl told me 
that she told the nurses that she 

thought she was pregnant and the nurse replied – it 
doesn’t matter – and they still vaccinated her. The women 
have no choice and often do not know what they are 
being given. The women sent to Manus were double 
dosed because their medical documentation did not arrive 
and so they were done again. I asked if they could refuse. 
They said no – they told us you have no choice or it will 
be done by force. Three of the six women pregnant on 
Manus lost their babies. The rate of miscarriage and neo 
natal deaths is alarming and needs urgent investigation.
The health care of asylum seekers is punitive at best. 
Fifteen doctors signed a letter listing their concerns about 
this. As they come off the boats, medications, walking 
sticks, crutches, hearing aids and glasses are confiscated 
and thrown away. It may be weeks before they see a 
doctor and by then the damage to health from lack of 
treatment can be devastating.
These are just some of the conditions now in place 
in detention camps. These are facts not very prettily 
presented. Please use them next time you hear the mob 
baying for more abuse. It is worrying that this nation of 
privileged whingers so happily chirrups about making life 
harder for asylum seekers. This government does not 
need encouragement.  n 

“ 
All offshore camps 
are bare bones and of 
Third World standard.         
Aqua has 6 toilet/
shower cubicles for 
400–500 people. 
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from our readers

Dear Beacon
enclosed is my renewal subscription for the Beacon, plus 
donation.
It seems that the G20 Summit to be held in Brisbane 
this November will be turned into a massive military 
exercise, while rights and freedoms will be curtailed.
No expense is being spared on this extravagance for 
political business and banking elites, while the present 
Australian government plans massive cuts to the welfare 
system and already wastes millions on a costly and 
inhumane asylum seeker policy. This policy now operates 
as a secretive military-style ‘operation sovereign borders’, 
driving desperate asylum seekers away into stormy seas 
and a nightmare world, and jeopardising Australia’s 
relations with nearby nations.
What on earth must they think of Australia which is 
punishing asylum seekers while 
benefitting the developers and operators of Pacific 
prisons which affect the lives of local island residents and 
their environment.
How can our government be brought to its senses and 
face up to its international responsibilities for protecting 
human rights and respecting international humanitarian 
and maritime law?
Thank you to all at the Beacon for keeping the spotlight 
on the important issues of our times.

Sincerely
H Williams, Qld

 
Dear Editor 
Thank you to all at the Beacon for keeping the spotlight 
on the important issues of our times.

Sincerely
A Jarman, Qld

 
Dear Friends
I am sending you my early contribution for the Beacon.
What’s left over, spend it where it is needed.
Dear Marion Harper, I so enjoy your articles. It is as if you 
write what I am thinking. keep up the good work! 
Thanks to all of you

E Bron, NSW

increase our circulation: 
Nominate potential subscribers for 
three free monthly copies without 

ongoing obligation! (Try before you buy)
Our church is a public and usable asset 
with portable seating and excellent 
conference, meeting and function 
facilities.  We welcome its use by those 
who support our motto ‘Seek the 
Truth and Serve Humanity’.  Interested 
individuals or groups can contact the 
church office – we would be delighted 
to speak to you.  A donation is payable. 

PAYPAL ACCOUNT
The church has now opened a PayPal account. 
If you have access to PayPal – all you need do 
is log on and the church’s PayPal address is 

admin@melbourneunitarian.org.au Visit our 
web page and click on the link. You will be able 
to pay your subscription and make donations. 

tune into the
unitarian half hour

eveRy SATURDAy AT 10.30 AM
3Cr	•	855	aM	•	CoMMUniTy	raDio
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