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ALTERNATIVE PLACE OF DETENTION CENTRES 
Statement 

HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [9.51 pm]: I rise tonight to speak on the situation facing children 
who have been released from alternative places of detention, or APODs, which is the family-friendly name for 
immigration detention centres. As members may remember, I have spoken before in this place about the 
appalling situation of school-age asylum seeker children at the Leonora detention centre no longer being able to 
attend Leonora District High School following the expiration of a commonwealth government agreement in 
December 2011. I have spoken before in this place about the urgent need to provide refugee children with the 
opportunity to go to school, because going to school allows them to be normal kids, to learn with other children 
of their own age and to forget some of the trauma of their past and present lives, as well as to learn English and 
to prepare them for an Australian way of life. Today I want to focus on the education challenges that face these 
children once they are released into community detention in WA, because one would hope that the situation 
would be significantly improved; however, there remains significant concerns as to what is happening for these 
children. It is of concern that the state government seems unwilling to take responsibility for these children or to 
understand and monitor their situation to ensure that they are getting an education.  

The commonwealth arrangements introduced in 2005 require that the detention of families with children is to 
take place in the community under community detention rather than in immigration detention centres. 
Consequently, families with children are held at APODs—I do not want to get too cute about these because, as I 
have said, they are still detention centres—or at least need to be kept under community detention. Children who 
do not have a parent or relative over the age of 21 to care for them in Australia are referred to as unaccompanied 
minors. The Department of Immigration and Citizenship contracts non-government organisations to provide care 
and services for these children while they are in community detention. Under section 76(1) of the School 
Education Act 1999, a child is not entitled to be enrolled at a government school unless the usual place of 
residence of the child is in the state and the child is entitled to reside permanently in Australia. However, the 
School Education Regulations permit a child who is not entitled to reside permanently in Australia to be enrolled 
at a government school if the child’s usual place of residence while in Australia is in WA, and the child or a 
person in respect of whom the child is a dependent child holds a visa of a kind set out in schedule 2. The 
problem is that children in community detention do not yet have visas or a permanent residential address. 
Consequently, they cannot enrol in a government school and must continue to wait for an education until their 
immigration status is resolved or an NGO can assist them.  

There is an NGO that operates in WA that is helping these children. The MercyCare community care program 
assists unaccompanied minors released under the community detention program. The program provides 
arrangements that support a person’s detention placement in the community while DIAC resolves the 
immigration outcome. At present, MercyCare can provide the children under their care with two education 
options. For younger children 16 years and below, MercyCare has an arrangement whereby children can attend 
Aranmore Catholic College while in community detention with MercyCare. Under this arrangement, children 
can elect to continue going to Aranmore for approximately 12 months after they have received their visas. For 17 
to 18-year-olds, MercyCare can take advantage of an arrangement with Polytechnic West. Under this 
arrangement, young people can attend a specially tailored English as a second language course with the state 
training provider for 20 hours per week across five days. The program offers an intensive ESL program that 
covers basic literacy and numeracy and resettlement activities and other similar information. Although the value 
of these programs is indisputable, the potential problems are all too clear. First, Aranmore may not be able to 
accept every child in community detention. In fact, MercyCare has experienced problems getting unaccompanied 
minors into school in the past when Aranmore was at capacity. Secondly, attending an ESL course at a state 
training provider is not the same as going to school. Being immersed in an ordinary school environment provides 
children with an opportunity to develop connections with children their own age who are familiar with life in 
Australia. It is crucial that these older children are also given the option to go to school.  
I would like to share with members the experiences of several children that depict the problem I am highlighting. 
I know of a family that was detained in Leonora detention centre for a time. They were then transferred to 
Inverbrackie detention centre in South Australia and most recently to community detention in Perth. There are 
two teenage girls in the family who should be in school so that they can regain some semblance of normalcy, 
establish connections within their new Australian community, learn English and get an education. However, 
once these children were living in the Perth community, they waited two months before it was arranged for them 
to attend Mercy College. As the children were effectively shunted from one detention centre to another and 
finally into our community, their educational future was completely uncertain. If they had not been accepted into 
Mercy College, they would have been forced to wait until their immigration outcome was finally resolved in 
order to be able to go to school. I acknowledge the important work that MercyCare is doing for these children. 
MercyCare is remarkable in terms of the support it is giving, and I want to thank it for the good work it is doing. 
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Having said that, because these children cannot attend a local government school, they sometimes have to 
commute quite long distances to get an education. It is a sacrifice that teenagers are able and willing to make; 
however, families with young children are often not in that same position. There is a question as to what 
education options we are providing to them.  

In answer to my question on notice in May this year, the Minister for Education admitted that the Department of 
Education has no idea how many schoolchildren had been released from immigration detention centres or 
alternative places of detention since January 2011. The government does not know when school-age children 
will be moved from Leonora to community detention. Once in community detention, the government does not 
know what services are being delivered to these children, who is missing out and, importantly, who is falling 
through the cracks. All this, the government says, is a matter for the commonwealth. I absolutely accept that the 
commonwealth has a key role to play in this, but I do not think that it is solely a commonwealth responsibility. 
Without this basic knowledge, we cannot possibly monitor the progress of the children who have been released 
into the WA community. We do not know, for example, whether these children are at school or, if they are at 
school, where they are at school, how long they can stay in the schools or, importantly, who is footing the bill for 
this. There appears to be no short-term education plans for these children, or at least no short-term education 
plan that the state government is aware of. Is the state government prepared to have children living in the WA 
community who are unable to go to school? If the answer is no, and the Premier is committed to his ongoing 
opposition to holding children in detention, then as well as this being a commonwealth responsibility, the state 
government is also going to need to step up. The state government needs to be prepared to proactively develop 
strong open lines of communication with DIAC on this issue and to insist that it is kept in the loop and knows 
what is going on, along with the Red Cross and the NGOs that are currently working with these children and 
their families. I am concerned that only then will we be able to ensure that these children do not continue to be 
deprived of an education for even the shortest period of time.  

For the information of members, this week is actually Refugee Week, and the theme of Refugee Week 2012 is 
restoring hope. I would say what better time than this to take steps to recognise the child detainees living within 
our community—our future Australians—and to ensure that they can access our education system. I urge the 
state government to assist these children and to restore their hope for a future.  
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