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TEENAGE ASYLUM SEEKERS — SCHOOL ATTENDANCE 

Statement 

HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [9.56 pm]: I rise tonight to speak further about an issue that I 

raised yesterday in question time about the current situation of the unaccompanied minors who are being 

detained at Leonora detention centre not being able to attend Leonora District High School. For those who may 

not know, the Leonora district centre is called an alternative place of detention, or APOD. The Gillard 

government has made a lot of noise about taking children out of detention centres, and probably for good reason 

because, frankly, in Australia the two large parties are fighting for some hideous middle ground over which party 

can punish asylum seekers the most because it is deemed to be electorally popular. However, a significant 

number of Australians recognise that the imprisonment of children is probably a bridge too far and therefore we 

have seen the creation of these so-called APODs. I have been to Leonora and visited the so-called APODs and, 

to be clear, these places are still detention centres. They may not have quite as much razor wire as hellholes like 

Curtin detention centre, where I have also been, but by anyone’s reckoning these places are still prisons. 

Leonora detention centre was established specifically to house families with children. When the centre was set 

up, the federal and state governments enabled the school-age children in these camps to attend the local school. 

Rightfully, the decision was made that the federal government would have to foot the bill for the extra teaching 

services because it is after all the federal government’s fault that these children are imprisoned at all. Last year I 

spoke in this place about my experiences at Leonora and the level of despair of the parents, and the mental health 

issues that the detainees were experiencing as a direct result of the prolonged detention they were subjected to. I 

also spoke to parents who were dreading the upcoming Christmas holidays because they knew that, far from 

getting a holiday, they were facing the prospect of their children receiving precious little or no respite from the 

detention facilities. I suppose that that dread really served to highlight how important the access to schools was 

for those children and their parents. Every day the kids were bundled into a Serco bus and driven to the Leonora 

school where for six hours they got to be normal kids with normal lives. There they were being immersed in the 

Australian way of life, learning English and, importantly, getting an education. Surely that is important for every 

child. 

In addition, it is important to remember that the vast majority of children who arrive on our shores on boats as 

asylum seekers are subsequently found to be genuine refugees; that is, it has been proven that these little humans 

are legitimately entitled by international law to be here. They are escaping fear and persecution and often from 

great trauma in their countries of origin. So schooling these children is not just an act of common decency to 

imprisoned and, I want to point out, utterly innocent children; it is also an important first stepping stone into their 

lives as new Australians, and the sooner we act on that, the better. In fact, in 2010, Leonora District High School 

won the district education excellence award for its work with these asylum seeker children. 

Leonora is isolated and remote. The detention centre facilities are substandard and depressing. These are people 

who should not even be in prison, but at least the welcoming attitude of the vast majority of Leonora residents, 

coupled with the good work of the school, offered some kind of respite to an absolutely disgraceful situation. 

Since then, the families who were there have been moved on. Some people have been released into the 

Australian community, because they are, of course, genuine refugees, but, sadly, many more have simply been 

moved to other alternative places of detention around Australia, and they are still waiting for their applications to 

be processed. 

So fast forward to this year, and in answer to my question in Parliament yesterday, the Premier confirmed that 

currently 185 unaccompanied children between the ages of 14 and 18 years—so the majority are of school age—

are staying at Leonora. I want to reflect on what it means to be unaccompanied. These are children who have 

arrived on our shores, again escaping some unimaginable situations, and who are without their parents or their 

families. I think about my 15-year-old daughter and I wonder how she would cope. It is a perilous journey; they 

have no parents; it is a foreign country; they have little or no English, and then they find themselves in detention. 

Last year I had quite a bit of difficulty pinning down exactly how many children were still at Leonora and trying 

to get information on how many were still attending school. Yesterday was a different matter, and it is good that 

the Premier has been able to provide this data so readily. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney interjected. 

Hon ALISON XAMON: But the reason Leonora is back on the public agenda—because for some of us it never 

went off—is that we now — 

Hon Robyn McSweeney interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! Without interjections, I am sure the member does not have to raise her voice, and — 
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Hon Robyn McSweeney interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! Do not interject. 

Hon ALISON XAMON: Thank you, Mr President. 

We now have the news that the children who are currently being detained at Leonora are not being given the 

opportunity to go to school. Now, I accept that the responsibility to fund these children going to school is a 

federal responsibility, but I am asking the state government to step up, to take the high moral ground and to 

make urgent arrangements for these children to be able to attend school. Then this government can shame the 

federal government into meeting its responsibilities, because in the meantime I am concerned that these children 

are simply being treated as political footballs, and I believe, if that is the case, it is to our great shame. These 

children should not even be in detention; they should be living in the community and attending whatever their 

local school would be. But the state government agreed to allow these detention centres here, so I firmly believe 

with that agreement comes the obligation to make sure that these children are being given every possible 

opportunity for normality. The Premier has been up-front in his opposition to children being kept in detention, 

and he cannot have it both ways. As far as I am concerned, he should be hammering the immigration department 

and the federal government for keeping these kids’ lives in limbo. 

I spoke in this place last year about the distressing research that has been conducted on the mental health of 

children who have been subject to long-term detention. The research demonstrates that these children, who were 

already traumatised by the experiences that forced them to seek asylum in the first place, post-detention, were 

experiencing dramatically increased levels of serious mental illnesses, self-harm and suicide attempts, because 

children are so much more vulnerable to these experiences, and that includes teenage children. The simple act of 

going to school and having a few hours of normality and hope offers a critical respite and circuit-breaker to the 

desolation and long-term psychological damage of detention. 

I say to the Premier that he agreed to this detention centre. He knows that children should not be there, but he 

can make sure that these children urgently receive the opportunity to go to school. So would he please make this 

happen and stand up to the feds. He should not let these children become the collateral damage in the ongoing 

battle between this state and the federal government. This is not the issue to make his point. These children need 

our help now.  

 


