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ASYLUM SEEKERS 

Statement 

HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [10.14 pm]: Members may be aware that last week was Refugee 
Week. Directly after Parliament rose last Thursday, I attended a seminar at Curtin University hosted by Amnesty 
International, the Association for Services to Torture and Trauma Survivors, otherwise known as ASETTS, and 
Curtin University’s Centre for Human Rights Education. We heard some of the latest research on the impact that 
mandatory detention is having on the mental health of asylum seekers. We also heard from recently released 
refugees, who shared their stories with us. They were very moving, but they were also very horrifying. The 
impacts of detention are particularly pertinent, given that we are starting to witness unprecedented levels of 
suicide and self-harm in our detention centres. I draw members’ attention to an article that was published in The 
West Australian last week, which revealed that security guards are now being issued with special knives so that 
they can cut down detainees who try to hang themselves. I ask: how have we let things get to this point? We are 
also seeing an increase in rioting and other destructive behaviours, and we need to start looking at why this is 
happening. 

We heard from Professor Derrick Silove from the school of psychiatry at the University of New South Wales, 
where he has been heading up research for quite some time, with a reasonably large team, into the long-term 
impacts of detention on the mental health of refugees. I was particularly interested to hear about the difference in 
the way Vietnamese refugees who arrived here by boat in the 1970s had been treated compared with our 
treatment of current refugees. Importantly, the research has looked at the difference in the long-term implications 
for the mental health of both groups of refugees. 

When the Vietnamese refugees arrived in Australia, the federal government policy position was a deliberate 
strategy to promote calm amongst these groups and to focus on swift resettlement. Bearing in mind that these 
people were, like the current refugees, extremely traumatised by having escaped terrible fear and persecution, the 
research found that their long-term prospects for maintaining positive mental health remained very high as a 
result of the way their resettlement was handled. Interestingly, in some instances their mental health was better 
than that of the broader Australian population. 

Compare this with the way we are treating current generations of asylum seekers. The fundamental difference 
between refugees of the 1970s and refugees arriving on our shores now is the disgusting and shameless way in 
which the whole issue has been allowed to be politicised; it was not politicised in the 1970s. I would like to 
imagine a world in which no political party feels the need to make this a political issue. I want to see a world in 
which phrases completely devoid of humanity and compassion, such as, “Turn back the boats”, are reviled for 
the repugnant statements they are. I want an environment in which solutions that are no solution at all, such as 
the so-called Malaysian solution, are not even contemplated; where unplanned arrivals, whether by boat or, as 
the vast majority of refugees arrive, by plane, are simply processed as part of the ordinary immigration process; 
and where political one-upmanship as to who can be most lacking in compassion is a thing of the past.  

The number of refugees arriving on our shores by boat is minuscule compared with the number of those who 
arrive by plane. Importantly, the number of refugees Australia takes is absolutely minuscule, when one looks at 
the number of refugees globally. Most refugees are living in dire circumstances around the world, and rich 
countries like Australia play only a small part in global resettlement programs. 

The research looked at what is happening to these refugees when they are placed in detention. As I have 
mentioned, these people are already suffering from the effects of trauma in their countries of origin and also 
from the accumulated experiences in the countries through which they have since travelled. They arrive on these 
shores and many actually have no idea where they have arrived; they have not even necessarily intended to come 
to Australia, but they have been promised the hope of safety and freedom. There is growing scientific evidence 
of the harm that detention is having on refugees and the severe psychological impairment it creates. Members 
should remember that the vast majority of detainees we are locking up indefinitely are found to be genuine 
refugees and are being resettled in Australia. In effect, we are engaging in a policy that is serving to 
psychologically cripple our future Australians. But what I found the most disturbing was the research into the 
effects on the children in detention. The studies showed that many of the children who arrive in our detention 
centres are suffering already from a number of mental health issues. We were then shown the statistics for the 
rates of mental illness among the same children post-detention, and they were horrifying. It had got worse; there 
was depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, separation anxiety, oppositional defiant disorder, suicidal ideation 
and self-harm as just some of the issues named. They will all dramatically increase as a direct result of prolonged 
detention.  

How on earth are we justifying doing this to children or to their parents—or any human being for that matter? 
We should be focussing on helping these people get over their horrific experiences, not adding to their trauma. 
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We need to remember that the detained asylum seekers in Australia are prisoners in a foreign country. They feel 
helpless and confused. They come with high hopes of redemption and these hopes are being dashed. This is 
contributing significantly to their view of the world and the way they are responding to the detention. The 
detention centres are more prison-like than refugee camps in other countries, so people are left feeling isolated 
and marginalised.  

As I mentioned at the beginning, we did hear directly from recently released detainees who spoke of their sense 
of worthlessness as a direct result of their experiences in detention. These people, again found to be genuine 
refugees, had been made to feel great shame for their situation. They talked about losing their sense of identity 
and sense of self. They were experiencing flashbacks from not only the horrors arising from their original 
countries but, much to our shame, flashbacks from their experiences in Australian detention centres.  

I think history will judge current governments harshly for the way we have allowed these people to be treated. I 
think it is an incredibly huge mistake. I think future Australians will look back on the policies of these times and 
wonder how governments could have allowed such things to happen. 

House adjourned at 10.22 pm 

__________  
 


