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LEONORA DETENTION CENTRE 

Statement 

HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [10.01 pm]: During the parliamentary break, I am sure we all 
did a number of things. One of the things I decided to do was visit the Kalgoorlie–Leonora area. While I was 
there, I took the opportunity to visit the Leonora detention centre. I would like to share some of my observations 
from that experience. The Leonora detention centre was set up to house families and children. It was established 
in June last year at a disused mining camp. It is now a bit of a rabbit warren of dongas and various facilities that 
have been left over from the mining camp, such as a below-ground pool, which was not in use at the time. It is 
certainly a bit of a haphazard set-up. It is still clearly in a state of growth. When I was there, new fencing was in 
the process of being erected, new dongas were being established, and some effort was being made to install some 
play areas for the children. The federal government calls the Leonora detention centre an APOD, or an 
alternative place of detention. I think that is highly disingenuous. It is a detention centre; of that there is no 
doubt. The people in that centre do not have the freedom to come and go as they wish. There are guards. It is 
certainly a very dismal environment to be in.  

The centre is run by Serco, a private company. I had the opportunity to speak at length with the Serco manager, 
and also with the staff. I am very grateful for the time that they gave me. They were pretty upfront, I felt, with 
the answers that they gave. It is clear that the staff themselves are also doing it quite tough. The majority of the 
staff are fly in, fly out; they come in for 10 weeks at a time; they have fairly minimal training; and they are 
working in quite stressful and difficult circumstances. 

As I have said, not only were the staff quite open in allowing me to speak frankly to them, but also they allowed 
me to speak unhindered to some of the refugees. I did go in there with some names, and I had had some previous 
correspondence with some of the refugees in the centre. But while I was there, people sought me out, and I had 
an opportunity to sit down and talk with some of the people at length about their stories. I must say that the 
stories of these people are absolutely heart-breaking. They talked about the deaths of children, and about the 
deaths of loved ones. They themselves often had clear injuries. A lot of them have spent years going from 
refugee camp to refugee camp, and from country to country, desperate to find some sort of home. What was 
clear is that the people I spoke to are discouraged. They are desperate to be given the opportunity to make new 
lives for themselves. They also talked about how they have seen a very big shift—certainly not a positive one—
in their children. Each of the women I spoke to had between two and five children. I would like to give members 
some quotes from what I wrote down at the time. They talked about how, every day, when their children came 
home from school, the first thing they would ask is, “Is there any news, any news?” They said, “I have to be 
happy here. I am safe, I have food, my children are in school, but I don’t know why I have this tiredness. Why 
are we inside this camp? Why can’t we go outside? Maybe I’m tired because we are not free.” Another woman 
said, “We want to start our new life. We want to work. I am a hairdresser, a beautician. I want to work.” Another 
woman said, “Our friends, they come after us to Australia, by plane. Their visa is approved. We come by boat. 
We are here.” Another woman said, “I want to go to sleep and wake up when it’s all over and I can be free.” 
There were a lot of tears from them. It was very moving.  

The school-age children at the detention are attending the local school. They also get to attend some outside 
activities. They obviously do not get to attend those activities freely; they are organised by the Serco staff. When 
I arrived, the Christmas holidays were approaching, and the staff were very worried, as were the parents, about 
what was going to happen with the kids. That is because the school has become the primary respite for the 
children at the detention centre, and they were gravely concerned about how that would impact on the mental 
health of the children, and also how they would behave.  

The facilities at the centre are very poor. The centre is not set up to cater for children, particularly for very long 
periods of time. The children are actually staying in these detention centres for an extended period of time. The 
refugees have access to some services at the camp, but they do not have access to services such as a dentist. It 
requires a four-hour round trip to Kalgoorlie to undertake something as basic as dental treatment. Obviously a 
number of the refugees have particular mental health issues. Although some effort is made to provide these 
people with assistance, to be honest, the level of assistance that some of these people need is too great to be able 
to be provided through the facility.  

At the time I went to Leonora, there were just over 200 detainees, 65 of whom were children. The local 
community has indicated that it is happy to see the facility expand to about 300 detainees, although the Serco 
staff are concerned about the impact that such an expansion would have on the school and felt that 200 detainees 
was probably the most that could be managed by the community. I have to say that I was really impressed by 
those members of the local community with whom I got a chance to speak; it is quite clear that most people have 
a very positive view towards the detention centre being there. A lot of local businesses have certainly benefited, 
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and it has been a financial boost to the town to have it there. I also got to speak to local Indigenous elders, who 
did not share that view. They had no problem with the refugees themselves, but they made it very clear that they 
could not understand why the refugees could not just walk freely through the town. They said that they would 
have really liked the opportunity to get to know them and to help them become members of the community. 
Certainly, they feel that they had not noticed any improvements in their own circumstances, and had not 
benefited financially as a result of the establishment of the detention centre. 

As I say, these people are just sitting there, waiting to be processed. They have already come from other 
detention centres, and the majority of detainees who have been through this system have been found to be 
genuine refugees who are fleeing persecution, so they are most certainly not illegal. They are arriving here in 
accordance with United Nations conventions, and they are suffering. They want to be Australians; they want to 
work and protect their families, and they just want the opportunity to lead peaceful and safe lives. I have often 
wondered whether those people who seek to demonise these people would ever have the courage to do so if they 
had the opportunity to meet them, talk to them and see their children; whether they would then still be prepared 
to try to dehumanise them in the way that I have heard far too many people try to do. 

As I was leaving, the news was starting to filter through that there had been a tragedy of some description with a 
boat trying to arrive at Christmas Island; we now know that that was the day of the tragedy at Christmas Island. 
There were grave concerns about how that news would be greeted by the people left behind. I felt very powerless 
as I was leaving. One of the things I did when I got back to Perth was call for donations of toys for the children 
to try to help them to get through the Christmas holidays. I was overwhelmed by the donations and I am really 
grateful to those who donated, particularly local churches and many members of the Greens (WA). Ten days 
later, my husband and I decided to drive back there with all the booty, because there was frankly too much to 
ship there. I was really happy to be able to deliver that, but, to be honest, it was a very small and quite 
insignificant gesture, considering the sort of plight that these people are currently dealing with. I urge members 
to take the opportunity to go out there. 

House adjourned at 10.12 pm 
__________ 

 
 


