I gaze outside my window to four distant islands surrounded by the

sea. The branches sway to their own rhythm and I think how lucky I am to be here. I wonder what kind of dreaming stories were told on those islands. 

The first people, setting eyes on calm, beautiful land. Now this landscape holds 

a diverse group of people – Irish, Africans, Afghans, Scots, Filipinos, Iranians 

– from all corners of the world they now call Tasmania, home. Having a 

diverse culture has its rewards.

Being of Filipino descent, I know the Filipino community here has prepared 

cultural displays and fiestas so people can get a better understanding of our culture. 

When I met some Afghans and Iranians who had arrived here they opened me up to their culture and stories, their language, music and dance.  Although there 

aren’t many people here, the community participates in cultural events and are welcoming and friendly towards other cultures. But still it worries me what the Australian government does in our name.

When I started writing to refugees on Nauru, I was opened up to a world of 

continued sorrow, waiting and suffering. I think it’s one thing to be detained, but what about being detained when you’re innocent?

I often wonder why they’re there.  At least give me a reason to justify their imprisonment.  And what about the children also in detention?  What justifies us locking them up and allowing their childhood to waste away? 

Going to Canberra as a Chilout Ambassador for Tasmania, allowed me to speak 

out for those children who are still detained, those who have no voice. I 

thought of my friends here who now can begin their life and those I write to 

who are still in turmoil. 

While having breakfast with Immigration Minister, Amanda Vanstone I couldn’t believe what she was saying about her policies. That she could say go back to a refugee who had fled terrible situations, the situations three of our ambassadors were describing. We still need time to understand and grow.

What amazes me about asylum seekers who come here is how much they really appreciate this land. I’ve seen the joy in their faces because their lives are now beginning and they have hope in the future.  

Those who flee other national have plenty to offer this country.  We can learn and be enriched by them – I already have.

Joan Cortez-Baird, Ulverstone, Tasmania
