PRESS RELEASE

The Heart of the Nation's Existence: A review of reports on the treatment of children in Australian immigration detention centres

"Child abuse is anything which individuals, institutions or processes do, or fail to do, which directly of indirectly harms children or damages their prospects of a safe and healthy development into adulthood. "

- National Association for the Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect

In the light of last week’s Four Corners program, “About Woomera” and Minister Ruddock’s response on Tuesday 20 May 7.30 Report, ChilOut is now releasing a report it produced last year on the administration of the contract between Australasian Correctional Management (ACM) and the Department of Immigration, Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs.

This Report, “The Heart of the Nation”, summarises both alleged and confirmed reports of child abuse and neglect within Australia's immigration detention centres.  The Minister for Immigration, The Hon Phillip Ruddock, has said that those who criticise the operation of Australia's immigration detention centres do not understand the nature of DIMIA’s contract with ACM. ChilOut hopes that this report will clarify the nature of the contract between DIMIA and ACM.

ChilOut submitted this report to DIMIA on January 2, 2003 with specific questions on how DIMIA was enforcing compliance with the contract and what it was doing to investigate the recurring claims of child abuse.  The organisation has been promised a response by 27 May 2003, almost five months after it was initially submitted. 

The basis of the report is an analysis of 53 publicly available documents that break down into fifteen recurring themes.  These were assessed against the 1998 Immigration Detention Standards, the basis of ACM and DIMIA's contract.  If the matters raised in those documents are soundly based, 5 of the 12 principles and 69 of the 107 standards

listed as part of its 1998 contract have been breached.

The documents cover incidents in Port Hedland, Curtin, Villawood Immigration Detention Centres as well as Woomera.   We have little confidence that the operation of the new facility at Baxter will be any more in accordance with the laid down standards

ChilOut spokesperson, Justice Marcus Einfeld said “The Four Corners program, “About Woomera” corroborates what ChilOut has been alleging for the last eighteen months.  From the reports analysed in the preparation of this report it is obvious that DIMIA has had detailed awareness of the unsatisfactory conditions in which Children and Families have been detained.”

Justice Marcus Einfeld went on to say ”The policy of mandatory, indefinite, non-reviewable detention of asylum seekers has done enough damage.  ChilOut supports the calls for a Judicial Inquiry into the administration of our Immigration Detention Centres.  We also want answers into why no penalties appear to have been exacted for the significant breaches of the 1998 Immigration Detention Standards.  The “Outcomes” from these breaches are extensive, recurrent, documented suffering to children, verging on State Sponsored Child Abuse.”

There will be a press Conference to launch the ChilOut Report, The Heart of the Nation at The Media Centre, NSW Parliament House, Macquarie St on Tuesday 27 May at 1.00.  Justice Marcus Einfeld and Junie Ong will represent Chilout with input from Maree O’Halloran of the NSW Teacher’s Federation and Dr Zarchary Steel, Clinical Psychologist and Adjunct Lecturer, UNSW Psychiatry Research and Teaching Unit.
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