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Responding with Mercy, Striving for Dignity
Restoring dignity or enforcing stereotypes?: Australia’s asylum seekers

Recent domestic and world events invoke
fedings of shock, horror, sadness and anger
in dl of us They have dso encouraged the
linking of crime, rdigion and ethnicity with
asylum seekers and refugees.

The mgority of asylum seekers who were
aboard the Tampa ae Afghani. Afghanistan
has also been linked with the American
terrorigt atacks. In this paper we put before
you some key dements of the higtorica
background of Afghanistan in order to remind
oursdves what Afghani asylum seekers are
flesing from.

What are asylum seekersfleeing from?

» There has been civil war in Afghanistan
snce April 1978;

» In 1992 the country fdl into the power of
the factiond Afghan ressance, and the
magority of the country’s infrasiructure
was ruined (schools, roads, hospitas,
productive land). Roughly one million
Afghans had perished from a pre-war
population of just over thirteen million;

» In September 1996 the Tdiban took
Kabul, the cepitol of Afghanigan, with
the support of Pekistan and Osama Bin
Laden;

» The mgority of the Tdiban are from the
Pushtan ethnic group;

» The Tdiban continue to fight a avil war
againg the United Front;

> BExtremig factions of Tdiban have
committed  seious  caimes  agand

humanity, particularly agang the Hazara
and Tgik ethnic groups,

» Women  within  Afghanigan, many
previoudy employed as teachers and
doctors, are now not permitted to work or
to move outdde ther homes unless
accompanied by a mde rddive. As a
result, women are often not able to seek
medica care, and girls do not attend
school. Entire families have been driven
into destitution as aresult.

The international community: active or
passive?

Neighbouring nation daes naturdly will have
politica, economic and socid interest in
countries  conflicts, sometimes  manipulaing
them for ther own gain. Supporting a avil
war may benefit countries through economic
advantage or increesed externa  and/or
internal  security. It is indeed true that the
Tdiban could not have risen to power without
the assgance of close neighbours. However,
the United Front have dso been helped by
foreign nations. This type of assgance can
teke the form of: militay support, aerid
resupply,  condruction, militay  traning,
trangoortation  of  munitions and  military
equipment, unchecked border crossings and
financid assgance.

As hghlighted by Fr Mark Reper SJ, it is dso
important to study the source of weapons that
exdate these conflictss Who dedigns,
menufectures and sdls ams? What fishing,



mining or timber concessons were granted in
payment for wegpons? Which countries fund
cvil war for ther own gan? It is ds
essential to quedtion if western nations have
played a role in the creation and maintenance
of moraly questionable governments.

We live in a globd community. Politica
movements are not crested in isolation, but
are rooted in economic, socid, and politica
higory. The globa community plays a role in
this higory, whether active (the supply of
ams and financid support) or passve
(tuming a blind eye to emerging atrocities).
We ae al, therefore, responsble for the
OuUtCcomes.

Therightsand responsibilities of freedom
Addaide Abankwah, a refugee from Ghana
who sought asylum in America, explans her
two year and four month detention
experience:
Refugees come to this country
thinking it is a land of freedom —
freedom of <speech, freedom of
religion, freedom from persecution.
Detention dmogt  killed my soul.
Prayer and humanity saved me. (JRS,
2001:119)
Audrdia does have the right to sovereignty
(to determine who can and cannot reside in
this country), but our nation adso has a
respongbility to uphold internationd  human
rights law, of which refugee law isapart.:

Detention, one of the ways through which
Audrdia enforces the right to sovereignty is
the standard response to people ariving in
Audrdia without a vaid visa The Refugee
Council of Audrdia (RCOA) dates that there
have been podtive developments within our
detention system over past few years. These
improvements  include  better  conditions,
priority processng, case management, and
more rigorous tesing of cams but serious
concerns do remain. These concerns relate to
the human rights implications of the detention
of asylum seekers, the suffering imposed on
detainees, and the dgnificant cost to the

! Australia is a signatory to numerous human right
conventions, for a list of these see
www.unhchr.ch/html/intlinst.htm.
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community of the deention of asylum
seekers. For more information on this topic
and dternatives to detention, please see
RCOA’s Alternative Detention Model at
www.refugeecouncil.org.au .

Until human rights abuses are stopped,
refugees will continue to seek freedom of

speech and rdigion, and freedom from
per secution.

Linking rdigion and crime breaking the
myths

The linking of religion and cime can cause
discrimination and dereotypes. The Tampa
cids and the recent terrorist attacks in
America have been accompanied by increased
atacks agangt AudrdiatrMiddle Eastern
men, women and children. Idam is a rdigion
that derives its name from the word peace,
and peace is one of the names of Allah. The
srmon  delivered to 7,000 Mudims a
Lakemba Mosque on the 15" of September
emphassed that ‘Idam says that any person
who kills another person unjuslly, it is as if
this person has killed dl people, and anyone
who rescues the life of one person, it is as if
this person had rescued the lives of every
person.” Osama Bin Laden and his supporters
do not represent dl Mudims, indeed asylum
seekers from  Afghanigan ae fleeang the
Tdiban's extreme Idamic fundamentaism.



Responding with Mercy, striving for dignity

Recent domestic and world events invoke
fedings of shock, horror, sadness and anger
in us dl. In reflecting on these events S M.
Camd Bourke in her writings reminds us
that the foundress of the Sisters of Mercy,
Catherine McAuley, dtrove to restore dignity
to the poor: ‘her compasson was no facile
sentiment, but a concrete response to a
perceved need, a response that was
immediate, practica, condructive, ingenious,
giving skills and power, enabling the poor to
hep themsdves, and to find a new dignity in
doing s0.’

S Camd dso daes that Catherine
interpreted the term ‘poor’ universdly, and
tended to people of any rank or creed.
Refugees and  asylum  seekers ae
margindised and powerless. They come from
al ranks and creeds. A mother is a mother, a
faher is a faher, and a child is a child
whatever their country of origin or ther
religion. Whatever their background, refugees
and asylum seekers need our understanding,
compassion and mercy.

Here we must ask ourselves. are we
treating the asylum seekers who arrive on
our shores with understanding? Does our
detention process help to restore peoples
dignity? Are we allowing fear to overcome
a recognition of our common humanity?

Relevant Facts

. People who arrive in Australia without
the proper documentation are not
illegal, they are asylum seekers—alegal
satus under international law.

. Audtralia recelves relatively few
refugees by international standards.
Britain hosts one refugee for every 530
people, while Australia hosts one
refugee for every 1583 people.

. In 2001 Audralia will receive only
12,000 refugees through its
humanitarian program. In the early
1980s we accepted 20,000 r efugees.

.1 in every 115 people on earth are
refugees and a new refugee is created
every 21 seconds.

. In 1999 97% of asylum seekers from
Iraq and 93% of asylum seekers from
Afghanistan were recognised as genuine
refugees by the Department of
[mmigration.

From Just Comment — Special Edition, September 2001 by the
Edmund Rice Centre and Australian Catholic University

A list of internet resources follows the
bibliography in order to help you explore
issues and concerns relating to the human
rights of refugees and asylum seekers.
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Resour ces
United Nétions
United Nations: www.un.org

United Nations High Commission for Refugees: www.unhcr.ch

Non-government — International

Amnesy Internationd: www.amnesty.org

British Refugee Coundl: www.refugeecouncil.uk

Canadian Council for Refugees: www.web.net/~ccr/fronteng.htm
Centre for Refugee Studies: www.yorku.calcrs/

Danish Refugee Counail: www.english.drc.dk

Humean Rights Watch: www.hrw.org

Mercy Refugee Service: www.mercyrefugee.org

Jesuit Refugee Sarvive www.jesref.org

Non-government — Audrdia

AugtCare: www.austcare.org.au

Centre for Refugee Research, University of NSW: www.crr.unsw.edu.au
Federation of Ethnic Communities Councils of Audtrdia: www.fecca.org.au
Nationd Council of Churches. www.ncca.org.au

Refugee Action Callective: http://home.vicnet.net.au~rac-vid

Refugee Council of Audrdia: www.refugeecouncil.org.au

Government — Audrdia

Department of Immigration and Multiculturd Affairs. www.immi.gov.au
Human Rights and Equa Opportunity Commisson: www.hreoc.gov.au
Refugee Review Tribund: www.rrt.gov.au
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