COMMUNITY AFFAIRS LEGISLATION COMMITTEE
PARLIAMENT HOUSE

CANBERRA ACT 2600

FAMILY AND COMMUNITY SERVICES LEGISLATION AMENDMENT (SPECIAL BENEFIT ACTIVITY TEST)  BILL 2002

We heard about the inquiry only a few days ago and we would have appreciated more notice, and more time to consult with our wider network. The potential  negative effect of the proposed legislation on TPV holders and their families alarms us, and in haste but with clear focus, we make this submission.

The comments below are submitted on behalf of the clients, supporters and paid and unpaid workers at the Romero Community Centre in Buranda, Brisbane. We claim special knowledge and highly relevant expertise, both in relation to our client group of Temporary Protection Visa (TPV) holders and the professional insight of our one  fulltime worker who has had  more than two years’ effective experience as a senior case manager in the  JobNetwork, in a difficult employment market in Sydney. 

The Romero Community Centre exists to provide  reception and “settlement “ support to refugees on Temporary Protection Visas, and from early in 2000, has received, welcomed  and helped  more than 2000 refugees released from detention centres  whose visas were evidenced in Brisbane. Understandably, most have since moved elsewhere in pursuit of better employment opportunities than Brisbane offers, and for contact with family and friends.

As a matter of principle we would support legislative requirements applying uniformly across Australian society. However, immigration policy has created an uneven playing field, and universal compliance would in the case of this legislation, create an inappropriate and unfair outcome, and one which damages Australian society.

In the proposed legislation we read of no intention or commitment to provide essential and culturally appropriate support services to accompany this proposal which will specifically require refugees on three year Temporary Protection Visas to undertake activity testing and mutual obligations from January 2003. In the absence of such essential support, we urge your close consideration of the reasons we give for not exposing vulnerable refugees on TPVs to activity reporting and mutual obligations. 

We have always believed Australia to be a just society, where newcomers are welcomed, given a fair go and helped to make a success of their lives in Australia. We have taken for granted that bipartisan government commitment to multiculturalism and acceptance of difference  would create a safe society for people from diverse traditions, where their human dignity is respected, and their disadvantage would be redressed. We hope that the Committee works within this framework, and with the best interests of Australia at heart. 

1 This latest wave of refugees seeking to make a new life in Australia is made up of the most damaged and disadvantaged refugees our experienced workers have encountered in more than 25 years of community work

2 The trauma of their refugee escape and perilous journey has undoubtedly been compounded by mandatory detention- imprisonment - where they had confidently expected  freedom and peace. Most have been further traumatised by detention while in Australia’s care. 

3 Most are no different from those who came in earlier waves, and  have no English; most are men on their own; a significant proportion of them are unaccompanied minors,or similarly vulnerable young men aged under 25. 

4 All are denied access to normal refugee settlement services. The Government does not intend that they should settle. They are allowed to exist in the community for three years with no official help.  In terms of access and equity, they are second class refugees. 

5 The single greatest obstacle to their successful participation in the community is their exclusion from the best English as a Second Language program in the English speaking world: the AMEP. Nor do they have access to other critical settlement services like  the JobNetwork or interpreter and translator services or to  the assistance and advocacy of ethnic community workers.

6 Discouraged and disabled  from putting down roots and settling, from integrating into the Australian community, refugees on TPVs are not eligible to sponsor their wives and children. Mental and emotional anguish and financial strain mark the lives of these fathers and husbands living in limbo among us. Many  live very  frugally, send money home if they can, and spend too much on phone calls to keep in touch with family.

7 To their credit, many in the big cities have found employment,  often menial and  unskilled work. Others have followed the harvest trail, filling a vacuum in agricultural work left by a shrinking working holiday maker workforce.   For the professionals among them, re-accreditation for Australian registration is extremely difficult and the loss of status and self esteem follow. Humiliation adds to the rejection and alienation being experienced.  For those on Special Benefit, unable to find work, life is one of poverty, insecurity and abject despair. Clinical depression is a growing characteristic of the TPV “community” and raises serious  concerns about the long term.

8 Workers note  with amazement, the fact that to date,  TPV refugees under high stress and  living such abnormal lives, maintain a high level of law abiding living. At the same time they observe an increased alienation and dysfunction at both a personal and community level among some TPV holders. For example, domestic violence is a growing problem and is a measure of the tension created by an unresolved immigration status and the lack of adequate settlement support services. Without English and settlement services, the world of a TPV refugee is exceedingly small and with few bridges to the mainstream society. Their world may in fact become  a language, social and spiritual ghetto, by default, not by choice. Clearly this is a preventable development, one that to many Australians undermines  our harmonious  multicultural society.

9 How can TPV refugees fit into Australian society, and learn to share our values and our ways if they have no or minimal  meaningful contact with mainstream Australian society?  The failure to provide integrated settlement services to TPV holders is working to unravel our relatively tolerant society. The vilification of this refugee population because they arrived by boat and without invitation has unleashed a new and growing level of racism and discrimination in Australia.

10 All traumatised and stressed people have difficulties in learning, learning and remembering anything. Until they are settled, learning English, learning to read and write in English , and specifically learning to fill out their fortnightly CentreLink forms is extremely difficult.  The paperwork in official English is an activity full of fear for them. Refugees usually have sound reasons for fearing Government authorities. Increasing the official paper work required of “ unemployable” refugees who have no English, is highly undesirable. Many still come to the Romero Centre for help with the current forms. But most TPV holders around Australia do not have access to a service like ours.

11 Expecting non English speaking refugees on three year visas, and without interpreters and advocates, to comply with the complex activity requirements proposed  is unreasonable under all circumstances. We, the Australians at the coalface, would expect to be dealing with heightened anxiety and an increased feeling of alienation among our Iraqi, Iranian and Afghanistani friends. To put it bluntly, the passing and implementation of the proposed legislation would be viewed by us as a new level of official harassment and persecution of an already very damaged and disadvantaged minority group. It would be profoundly unfair and wrong to do so.

12 The proposed legislation is discriminatory and punitive in intent and effect. It targets one of Australia’s most vulnerable social groups and would further fragment our community. We say that it would compound the punishment already inappropriately and illegally meted out to people fleeing persecution who came seeking safety and peace in our wonderful country, and who found instead  a denial of freedom, abuse of their human rights , continuing uncertainty, and continuing discrimination and persecution.  Constructive help is needed, not more obstacles and alienation.

In conclusion, our fervent wish is that Members and Senators of the Australian Parliament take the necessary action immediately  to grant permanent residence status to refugees who have already met refugee selection criteria before departing detention and entering the Australian community, and let them get on with their lives. Such a positive step would enable fair minded and law abiding Australians to support the Government’s intention to treat all recipients of government benefits equally. 
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