Seven Sunrise –  Seven Network

March 27, 2004

Dear Sir/Madam

Hello there.

I am enquiring about two interviews that were shown on your programme, hosted by David Koch. I was unable to see them, but my aunt had told me a little about them. One programme was about asylum seekers, immigrants and refugees and in the second programme Amanda Vanstone answered questions sent in by the public. 

I would like to share with you a little of my story and feelings.

I have many dear friends detained in Baxter or the Residential Housing Project. Most of them, if not all are children and teenagers going into their fourth year of detention.

Over the past year they have taught me, sayings in Arabic, Persian (Iranian) and Dari (Afghan). I can identify letters in their alphabet, convert them into English and vise versa.  Though, I may not be too great at it, it’s a huge amount compared to what I would have learned at home or school…which is nothing.

I have met with Amanda Vanstone herself, around three weeks ago, when I was in Canberra as a ChilOut
 ambassador; she has many misinformed views of asylum seekers.

She may be a nice woman, but when it comes to the immigration system she won’t move and doesn’t seem to look at my friends as people.

In some recent reports I have heard that Minister Vanstone blames some schoolteachers for telling students that their country is racist.  Racist? Looking at people I know, we might not all be racist, but some are blinded and are unwilling to learn about what happens in the immigration policy.   It is a lot more complicated than asylum seekers getting a free play station. That can’t be any sort of substitute for freedom.

Somewhere, on an island above Australia, lives a lone man. He is there, in a detention centre, waiting for his case for asylum to come through. 

If it costs up to and possibly over, $200 000 to keep open a detention centre a month for one man, while people live in poverty in offshore camps in places such as Africa then would it not help by ending the lone man’s suffering, giving him a visa and sending a monthly donation of $200 000 to the camps in Africa?  
Putting children and their families in detention will not deter people smugglers, as Minister Vanstone told us, “they [the smugglers] don’t leave their crime”.

Of course they don’t, but they don’t care where the families end up, they want their money. It’s very hard to imagine a smuggler waking up in the morning, thinking of some of my friends, saying, “Oh, I wonder what happened to that four year old? Or that ten year old.”

As I have heard, there are eight children and teenagers detained at Baxter, where are the other children and teenagers? There are 23 children and teenagers all up.

They are in the Residential Housing Project. That’s where families can live in a real house, not a compound. It’s a catch-22 situation though, only women can stay there, males over 18 cannot.

So, as a female detainee with children, you can go and live in housing.  But that may mean you and your children are separated from your husband. Families begin to fall apart, not to mention if you have a son just over 18.  

There are no visitors allowed, you must make an appointment then your friend must go to Baxter for you to see them.   There is a waiting period of 2-3 weeks between putting through your application to see your friend and then actually seeing them. 

It may look great, but women I have spoken to, who live there are completely depressed. They are under guard, head counted and surveyed. Housing is just another word for detention, the rules haven’t changed, just the building. Nothing can help them until they are free. 

With the simple flick of the hand, our government says, ‘We can’t allow them all in, what happens to the next lot that comes along?’ Excuse me, but has any one noticed? It’s not about ‘lots who rock up’ it’s about people who are refugees.

If those people are accepted under the 1951 UN Refugee Convention
, then is it not our duty as a country to accept them, whether or not they had to pay a smuggler?

I know all, but two, of the children and teenagers at Baxter or the Housing Project. They are both not suitable places for children, teenagers, or adults to grow up and live in. 

If you can imagine yourself as someone living there, could you handle it? Can you now picture yourself, finally out of detention?

It’s incredibly hard to see my friends. My school has two campuses, so I can only see three or four of my friends, usually briefly, while the rest are at the other campus or in primary school.

They, of course, have excursions, but it’s getting too hard to know the times or places they will be at. Often now, they have closed excursions (such as the movies) so they are isolated from a real community and the Australian public, including myself.

I haven’t seen most of my friends for over three weeks. I have just relied on letters and phone calls.

Maybe I could go and visit them in Baxter? I have explained a little of the visiting system, but still it’s a no.  That is a place that, is decided, I should not visit. How affected would I be, if I go through security and razor wire to see my friends and see the environment they live in?  

If it’s not suitable for me and as you would agree any other Australian children, then how can it be suitable for any one else’s family?

How many scars will my friends bear in their minds when they finally leave detention?

What will be our reply to the future generation when they say to us about how we allowed refugees to be locked up, or shame on us; will we be still locking asylum seekers up?

A day is a day, there will always be another one, but in detention, you will never get it back.

‘When I am at school, I am so happy. When I start to go back, I get sad, and then…when I am in Baxter, I can’t breathe.’
 

Hopefully, soon, we will begin to change.

Yours Truly,

Bonne 

� ChilOut is Children Out of Detention, a group of parents and citizens opposed to the mandatory detention of people in Australian immigration detention centers. They, and myself are appalled that Australia’s treatment of asylum seekers breaches several different UN Conventions that have been signed by Australia.


� The 1951 UN Refugee Convention, signed by Australia, stated that a refugee is a person  


‘owning to a well founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his/her nationality and is unable, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself/herself of the protection of that country of his/her former habitual residence, is unable or owning to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.’





� A comment about detention from a friend, aged12 and currently spending her fourth year in detention.





