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CURTIN DETENTION CENTRE 

Statement 
HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [9.56 pm]: A few weeks ago I took the opportunity to travel to 
the Kimberley where I met with a number of people and organisations about a range of issues pertaining to 
several of my 16 shadow portfolios. While I was there, my colleague Hon Robin Chapple and I took the 
opportunity to visit the detention centre at Curtin Airbase. I wish to speak about that experience tonight. 
Members will be aware that I have spoken previously in this place about my experiences of, and subsequent 
concerns about, the Leonora detention centre that currently houses primarily families and children. I relayed in 
this place some of the personal experiences of people who are being kept in detention at Leonora. It is with great 
sadness that tonight I am speaking about an entirely different detention centre where, appallingly, many of the 
personal stories of the people at that detention centre are disturbingly similar to those experienced by the people 
I visited at the Leonora detention centre. 

I state at the outset that the Department of Immigration and Citizenship has never denied me entry to a detention 
centre. I acknowledge that I was given the opportunity to speak freely to the detainees, which is why I am in a 
position to speak about this matter tonight. I note also that this is not the experience of many refugee advocates 
and supporters, and in that regard I suggest that DIAC and Serco will have to improve the way in which they 
work with those people. It must be remembered that the agenda of the advocates and supporters is only to ensure 
that Australia is meeting its legal and moral obligations to uphold the human rights of detainees. We must also 
remember that we are talking about refugees, who by their very definition are entitled to seek asylum in 
Australia because we are a signatory to the United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees. 
Australia enjoys a level of safety and security that is in no way experienced in the countries from which these 
refugees are fleeing. 

Curtin detention centre is huge and isolated. Unfortunately, it was reopened in June last year. The security at the 
centre is like a prison, from the guards at the gate who treated Robin Chapple and me with suspicion until they 
realised who we were, to the massive razor wire fences that surround the centre. On the day we arrived, just over 
1 200 men were being detained, but the centre has the capacity to hold 1 500 men. The men are mostly Afghans and 
there is also a large group of Tamils from Sri Lanka. Most of the detainees were sent to Curtin detention centre 
after first arriving at Christmas Island and being kept at the Christmas Island detention centre. The majority of 
the men will stay at Curtin detention centre until their refugee status is determined. Only people who are suffering 
from extreme adverse health conditions are moved on, ordinarily to a larger centre at either Perth or Darwin. 

Like Leonora, the overwhelming sense at the Curtin detention centre is one of hopelessness and despair, and the 
distress is manifesting itself in disproportionate levels of mental illness and depression. For one man this year the 
sense of despair was so great that, tragically, and I believe much to our nation’s shame, he took his own life. 
Others in the centre have tried and are continuing to try to do the same. We need to remember these are people 
who have already fled terrible trauma and have risked their lives to come here in the most dangerous of ways. 
We then imprison them for indeterminate periods under what are quite harsh circumstances, yet these people 
have committed no crime; they are guilty of nothing. They have simply done what any one of us may choose to 
do if faced with an Australia that had fallen into war, poverty and danger in the way the countries these men 
have fled have.  

For detainees at the Curtin Immigration Detention Centre, two consistent things keep emerging. The first source 
of distress is the sheer length of time these men are detained. This is the same primary issue that emerged in 
Leonora. These men have no idea how long they will be there. There are men in detention who have been there 
for up to two years waiting for their status to be processed. The blocks to this process seem to be many. It takes 
several months for refugee status to be determined. If unsuccessful in the first instance, it can take many, many 
months for an appeal to be heard. The men are without any information as to how long that is likely to be. I 
should point out that after these processes have been undertaken—both those who have been successful in the 
first round and those who have been successful on appeal—the vast majority of men are found to be genuine 
refugees. But then there are the security checks. It appears this is where the real delays seem to be. Put simply, 
there are not enough people employed by the Department of Immigration and Citizenship to undertake the 
number of security checks required in a time frame that is anything close to humane. Of course we need security 
checks and we need to have them done well—no-one disputes that—but they are taking too long to be done.  

I remind members that the majority of countries allow refugees to live in the community while awaiting their 
refugee status to be determined. They live in communities, staying mentally well, and learning English. They are 
getting jobs and they are learning how to become members of that community. But the second principal source 
of distress is one that I had not heard about at Leonora—that is, the crippling anxiety that so many experience at 
not knowing what has happened to their loved ones.  
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There is a lot of misinformation floating out there about the status of these men. I have heard some of the worst 
misinformation on talkback radio, but unfortunately I have also read some misinformation in newspaper opinion 
pieces. To be clear, these men have not abandoned their families. In fact it is actually the opposite. These are 
men who have made the heart-wrenching and difficult decision, in conjunction with their wives, to undertake a 
dangerous and treacherous journey to another country to seek asylum in the hope that if they manage to arrive 
somewhere safe, they can then bring their families safely with them. They are making that trip on their own 
because they dare not risk the lives of their wives and children. They are then kept in detention for lengthy 
periods, unable to contact their families, not able to find them, no idea where they are, and no way of knowing if 
their families are still alive. This has been happening for years. I have to say if I was in that position, if I had fled 
terror and could not contact my husband or children, I think I would go mad with the grief and distress. That is 
what we are talking about here. That is a reality for far too many of these men. The situation is grim. Even most 
prisoners know when they are getting out; most prisoners have an end in sight. Certainly we need to process 
people for basic health and preliminary checks, as well as security checks, but this should be done in a matter of 
weeks, as happens in other countries. We simply should not detain these people indefinitely.  

The reopening of the Curtin detention centre has brought pressures to the local Derby community. Despite the 
assurances of DIAC, locals told us of significant housing problems in the town that have been aggravated quite 
considerably, as well as the exorbitant rents, since the detention centre was reopened. This is obviously an issue 
that is already felt right across the Kimberley, but the detention centre has not made the situation easier at all. 
Remember that the reason the pressure has been brought to bear is to house the detention centre staff, the vast 
majority of whom are not even local—they are fly in, fly out workers. The services provided are intended to be 
in addition to those already available, but due to the area’s remoteness, people are already suffering from a lack 
of services and it is creating resentment within the local community. There are still not the medical specialists 
who are needed. The mental health services available could in no way be considered sufficient to meet the needs 
of these men. Serco staff are not qualified to deal with suicidal detainees.  

Much has been said in the past few weeks about the future of refugees in this country. My federal colleagues 
have clearly put on the record the Greens’ concerns about the so-called Malaysian solution and similar proposals. 
I am not here to talk about that tonight. I note there have been recent calls for an inquiry into detention centres. I 
note that depending on the terms of reference, there is a possibility that the Greens will end up supporting an 
inquiry as well. I hope, no matter how it occurs, the shame of our detention centres is inquired into. I hope the 
true state of these places is revealed. In the meantime I urge members to consider visiting a detention centre—
not just tour it, talk to these people, hear their stories and look them in the eye. I do not believe anyone in this 
place would feel comfortable telling them they deserve to be there. I am clear: these places need to be closed, we 
need to completely change our approach, we need to stop demonising these people, and we have to start learning 
the real meaning of compassion.  
 


