Merlin and the HREOC

By Bonne Martinot, ChilOut Ambassador, Port Augusta

June 2004.

As I sat down, what day was it? Monday or Sunday, I looked through the state’s newspaper, The Advertiser. 

There was nothing at all that made any flashing lights or shone any light on why the HREOC (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission) deadline to free the kids wasn’t taken seriously and left to rot as an unlucky science assignment. Then for some reason I saw this little article, Big Brothers Silent Protest for Refugees.

And as I read this article, Merlin, the German man that Joanne had spoken about at the Youth Committee a few weeks back, ‘Why tease someone from another country? That Merlin cried,’ she told us, had actually protested about the treatment of asylum seekers in detention as he was ‘evicted’ from the show. 

Of all things, I don’t watch Big Brother or any of those reality TV shows, but Merlin made me pay attention. Why bother with that on the telly, when you can look around your own house? I always think.

I logged on the internet to email Alanna and Jess from ChilOut, but it was already up on their website, along with a lot of emails all containing ways to support Merlin. I saw the photos, the Big Brother website, I put together the eviction by little bits, and the protest…and the fact the crowd booed him, then played it all through in my mind.

Then the next day I read Minister Vanstone’s response, ‘He was misinformed, there are no refugees in Australia’s detention centres.’ Well, what a way to mislead the public herself. 

That made me sick and how sick could you get? 

As Zahra, one of the many inspirations in my life and fellow ChilOut Ambassador, told me over MSN internet messenger about the details at the marking of the HREOC deadline, I remembered the face of the young man on SBS news, standing among 162 other kids, protesting against detention of children. His sign read, ‘My name is Peter, 7 years old at Baxter.’ Then I remembered the real Peter, the one this young man was representing, and how much I adore his smile and the way his eyes still shine after all that is placed before him…the pain in my heart finally out weighed my body and I just didn’t know what to do anymore…

I sent a response into the Big Brother website, maybe it might make it onto the forum like Alanna’s did. But I was so proud, after all the pain. I was so proud of Merlin and what he did. 

I wonder if today there will be mention of the HREOC deadline, maybe something could come up, as amongst this confusion there is hope just lingering above me. 

I can still picture it, the man pushing a cassette tape into my hands, looking at me with his big round face ‘She is gone now,’ he tells me, ‘she is gone’…but all it was, was a dream. But how many more dreams until it is over? Until my friends are accepted?

Maybe it will be tomorrow that Australia will begin to change its policy of mandatory detention of asylum seekers…maybe tomorrow.

But for me, I know that as I wake in the darkness of tomorrow morning, I will still adore my friends that are locked away and those that have inspired me through their passion, but of course, I will remember and be ever-so-proud of Merlin, the ex-Big Brother housemate who made me take a look at ‘so-called reality TV.’

