When I Was A Stranger You Welcomed Me
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The Federal Government recently suspended the processing of refugee claims by people from Afghanistan and Sri Lanka.  It says that the security situation in those countries may have improved recently and that this may mean that refugee claims from Afghani and Sri Lankan asylum seekers may be treated differently soon.

This decision has resulted in increasing numbers of asylum seekers waiting in the Christmas Island detention centre.  Overcrowding there has led to the Government re-opening the Curtin Detention Centre in remote Western Australia and looking for other new isolated spots to house asylum seekers.

Calls for Compassion and Justice

Australia’s Bishops have expressed their serious concerns about the Government’s decision.  Both Bishop Christopher Saunders, Chair of the Australian Catholic Social Justice Council, and the Australian Catholic Bishops Conference have insisted that the dignity of those seeking asylum in Australia should be respected.  They ask that the Government shows compassion and a commitment to justice.  They say that Australia could be much more generous in resettling refugees.  To read their statements, go to http://www.socialjustice.catholic.org.au/  and http://www.acbc.catholic.org.au/
Some Facts about Refugees

The facts indicate that there is no flood of asylum seekers coming to Australia:

· Australia’s average annual migrant intake is about 200000.

· The highest number of asylum seekers arriving by boat in the last decade was 5000 in 2001.

· Most developed countries like the Usa and Great Britain receive tens of thousands of asylum seekers annually – many more than Australia.

· Only about 4% of all asylum seekers coming to Australia arrive by boat.

· 80% - 90% of asylum seekers coming by boat are found to be refugees.

· Around 96% of asylum seekers coming to Australia arrive by plane on tourist or student visas and  do not stir any political controversy, yet more than half these claims are rejected.

· Refugees do not have to be poor or uneducated; they are people who are fleeing from persecution and danger.

For a more detailed fact sheet about refugees, go to http://www.ajustaustralia.com/informationandresources_newsandanalysis.php?act=student_kits&id=29
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Some Facts about Afghanistan and Sri Lanka

A recent Pentagon report on progress towards stability in Afghanistan indicates that the situation is not improving.  It says that only 29 out of 121 districts in the country support the Karzai Government.  The rest support the insurgency.  The US Government sent a further 30000 troops to Afghanistan because the security situation is deteriorating.

In addition, in recent weeks, nomads called Kuchis have moved into the traditional lands of the Hazaras, many of whom have fled to Australia in the 
last decade.  The Kuchis have established links with the Taliban and are seeking access to Hazara grazing lands.  Reports suggest the Kuchis, armed with weapons that the Karzai Government has let them keep, are involved in harassment, looting, destruction and killing of Hazaras.
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While the bloody conflict between the Sri Lankan military and the Tamil Tigers ended in May last year, there are still many human rights concerns for the minority Tamils and for those who oppose the Sri Lankan Government.

Many Tamils are still in detention camps and, while allowed to travel to other parts of the country, are constantly monitored by the army and the police.  Several thousand Tamils claimed by the Government to be ex-combatants have been separated and denied access to legal support and monitoring by international agencies, a matter about which Australia’s Foreign Affairs Minister himself expressed concern.

While Presidential and Parliamentary elections have been held this year, violence and illegal activity associated with the elections has been reported.  The President’s main opponent in the elections, the former army chief, Sarath Fonseka, was arrested soon after the election.  Journalists and other critics of the Government are intimidated and sometimes arrested.  The Defence Minister recently declared that General Fonseka would be executed if he gave evidence about war crimes in the recent conflict to an independent inquiry.

Many significant international organisations and some major Sri Lankan bodies such as the Superiors of Major Religious Congregations have expressed serious concerns about the Sri Lankan Government’s lack of commitment to the rule of law, democracy, proper governance, human rights and freedom of the media.  They also have doubts about the Sri Lankan Government’s commitment to political reconciliation which will see minorities such as the Tamils freed from discrimination and oppression.

Acting for Justice

Jesus told us that when we welcome strangers into our midst, we are welcoming him (Mt 25:31 - 45(.  We can make a difference in our country by encouraging a more compassionate and just refugee policy.

The UN High Commission for Refugees says that the combination of mandatory detention of refugees, the suspension of applications and the geographical isolation of detention centers without effective judicial oversight is a serious concern.  It is a policy which subjects asylum seekers to more fear, torment and uncertainty.  It is a cruel policy which does not respect their dignity as human beings.

You can make a difference by:

· Sharing this information about refugees with others in your community.

· Writing letters to your local newspaper expressing concerns about the injustice of the Government’s policy.

· Writing letters expressing your concerns to the Prime Minister, the Hon. Kevin Rudd MP, Parliament House, Canberra ACT 2600 and the Minister for Immigration, Senator Chris Evans, Parliament House, Canberra ACT 2600.

· Sending letters and e-mails to your local MP and your State Senators calling for changes to the Government’s policy (contact details may be found at http://www.aph.gov.au/).

If you need more information or help to take action on this issue, contact the Catholic Justice and Peace Commission of Brisbane, GPO Box 282, BRISBANE  Q  4001, Ph. (07) 3336 9173 or E-mail: arndtp@bne.catholic.net.au
