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Introduction
This article is written by a social scientist, a sociologist, who 

is concerned about Australia’s current treatment of refugees and 
asylum seekers. The previously welcoming attitude of politicians, 
policy makers and people has changed considerably and the 
Australian Customs and Border Protection Services ‘keep Australia 
safe’: no maritime arrivals will be processed in Australia nor will 
they ever can settle in Australia. Asylum seekers arriving by boat at 
Australia’s shores have been transferred to Manus Island or Nauru. 
These so called ‘processing centres’ are closed, however, during a 
recent Australian Senate Estimates Committee hearing, the deputy 
commissioner of the Department of Home Affairs, Mandy Newton, 
provided figures for asylum seekers on Nauru: there were 652 
asylum seekers on the island as of October 22. Of those, 541 (or 
83%) have been granted refugee status; 88 people (13%) were 
still subject to the ‘refugee status determination’ process; and 23 
were considered ‘failed asylum seekers’ [1]. This is a challenging 
issue because these people, young men, have been there for more 
between five and seven years. Although the detention centers are 
now officially closed and the ‘detainees’ have open access to the 
outside, these young men are in a state of fear and uncertainty and 
their health, especially mental health, is of concern.

In the following, information is provided about Australia’s 
changing policies and attitudes in relation to asylum seekers 
and refugees who arrive ‘unauthorized’ and ‘by boat’. Australia 
has declared itself a multicultural society in 1972. The 2016 
Census data reveals that of 24,641,662 people almost 25% of 
the population is born in another country.  Looking at the 2016 
Census [2], two thirds (67%) of the Australian population are 
born in Australia. Further data of the ABS [2] demonstrates that  

 
almost half (49%) of Australians has either been born overseas 
(are first generation Australians) or have one or both parents born 
overseas (representing the second generation of Australians). Of 
the 6,163,667 people born overseas, nearly one in five (18%) have 
arrived since the start of 2012. The 2016 Australian Census [2] 
also points out that while England and New Zealand are the next 
most common countries of birth after Australia, the proportion 
of people born in China and India has increased since 2011 (from 
6.0% to 8.3%, and from 5.6% to 7.4%, respectively).  The same 
Census shows that there are more than 300 separately identified 
languages spoken in Australian homes. More than one-fifth (21%) 
of Australians speak a language other than English at home. After 
English, the next most common languages spoken at home are 
Mandarin, Arabic, Cantonese, and Vietnamese.

Australia has welcomed people from more than 180 countries 
since its European settlement in 1788, and as an immigration 
country can present itself as a relatively harmonious society. 
Australia’s immigration policies have changed during the last 65 
years from focussing on attracting migrants for the purpose of 
increasing Australia’s population to a focus on attracting workers 
and temporary (skilled) migrants in order to meet the skilled labour 
needs of the economy [3]. With changes in policies and its Border 
Protection Bill in 2001, it has become harder to enter Australia 
without a visa and to become a citizen. Australian citizenship is a 
person’s status in relation to Australia and carries with its certain 
responsibilities and privileges. The Australian Citizenship Act 1948 
determines who holds Australian citizenship. A person may acquire 
Australian citizenship by birth, adoption, descent, resumption or 
grant of Australian citizenship (naturalization) [3].
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As a signatory of the Refugee Convention Australia has a 
responsibility of protecting asylum seekers and refugees, but there 
are signs that its previous welcoming attitude towards people in 
need of protection has become more cautious during the last 30 
or so years. This will be briefly discussed. The change in attitude 
towards people in need can partly be related to a change in labor 
market requirements (manual labor has been shifted to developing 
countries, the car industry is declining) but also to a fear of 
terrorism since 9/11. This article looks at Australia’s past and 
present immigration policies, at the development of settlement 
programs, different streams of immigration and at different types of 
visas and the protection and entitlements embedded in these visas. 
A challenging aspect of Australia’s treatment of asylum seekers 
(Tampa affair and Pacific Solution) will be discussed briefly. Overall 
it is concluded that Australia as a multicultural society has so far 
functioned well, that life is relatively peaceful, but that Australian 
politicians need a different approach to settle asylum seekers and 
refugees.

The objective of this article is to determine policies regarding 
refugees and strategies for settlement of humanitarian entrants. 
This study should be a benchmark to compare the settlement of 
refugees and humanitarian entrants in other countries.

The methodology is a literature review, using official Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) and Census data, publications of the 
Refugee Council of Australia (RCoA), of the Refugee and Immigration 
Legal Service (RAILS), and of other suitable literature.

Defining would be Settlers in the Australian Content
Migrants: The ABS [3] defines migrants as people who are 

born overseas but whose usual residence is Australia; for instance, 
if people have been (or are expected to be) residing in Australia for 
a period of 12 months or more.  

Refugees: A refugee is a person who was subject to persecution 
in their home country and who is in need of resettlement [3]. Most 
applicants who are considered under this category are identified by 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and 
referred by the UNHCR to Australia [3].

Asylum seekers: People who have sought protection as a 
refugee, but whose claim for refugee status has not yet been 
assessed [4,5]. Under international law, a person is a ‘refugee’ as 
soon as s/he meets the definition of refugee, whether their claim 
has been assessed or not.  

Humanitarian entrants: As far as could be determined, 
refugees, asylum seekers, and people belonging to the group of 
refugee family reunion are being categorized as humanitarian 
entrants. They are holders of a qualifying humanitarian visa, such 
as that of refugee (subclass 200), In-country special humanitarian 
(subclass 201), Global humanitarian (special humanitarian 

program) (subclass 202), Emergency rescue (subclass 203), and 
Woman at risk (subclass 204) [6-8]. For further discussion, please 
see below.

Background of Australia’s settlement of refugees 
and asylum seekers 

Looking at the European history of Australia, it has granted 
assisted passages to people who wanted to reside in this country 
since 1831 [9]. Assisted passages stopped officially in 1980. 
Australia has supported approximately 750,000 refugees since 
Federation in 1901 [10]. In 1952 Australia became one of the 
145 countries to sign the Refugee Convention [11], which defined 
the term ‘refugee’ and outlined their rights. The UNHCR (n.d.) 
defines refugees as “people who have fled war, violence, conflict or 
persecution and have crossed an international border to find safety 
in another country”.

The RCoA [4,5] provides a more specific definition, namely that 
“a refugee is any person who owing to a well-founded fear of being 
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership 
of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the 
country of his/her nationality and is unable, or owing to such 
fear, is unwilling to avail himself/herself of the protection of that 
country”. An interesting point here is that Australia’s program to 
settle German refugees’ dates to 1839: Lutherans, trying to escape 
worship restrictions in Prussia, settled in Hahndorf and Klemzig, 
South Australia. But according to RCoA [10], there were people from 
several other European countries who left because of religious and 
political persecution to find refuge in Australia. 

After Federation in 1901, “refugees were allowed to settle as 
unassisted migrants, as long as they met the restrictions imposed 
by the Immigration (Restriction) Act, the basis for the White 
Australia Policy” [10]. Between 1933 and 1939, 7,000 Jewish 
people, fleeing Nazi Germany, also found refuge in Australia. 
During World War II, settlement programs were suspended, but 
in 1947, Australia arranged with the newly formed International 
Refugee Organization to settle displaced persons from camps in 
Europe: 170,000 people from Poland, Yugoslavia, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Estonia, Ukraine, Czechoslovakia and Hungary entered Australia 
over the next seven years. The Australian arrangements with the 
International Refugee Organization and with European countries 
to admit refugees and later on to embark on large immigrant 
intakes had two main reasons: Australia’s population in 1945 was 
7,430,197 and there was a need to improve the capacity to defend 
itself [12], ‘populate or perish’ was the catch cry. At that point in 
time, the ‘yellow peril’ was greatly feared. But Australia also wanted 
to move from primary to secondary industry, for which it needed 
more people and a wider knowledge base.

The following is an overview of Australia’s contribution to 
absorb people from countries in crises after 1955: [10]. These 
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people were admitted and provided with the opportunity to settle 
apart from those in refugee camps in Europe:

In 1956	 The Hungarian Revolution; 

In 1968   	 Warshaw Pact countries invaded Czechoslovakia;

In 1972	 Uganda’s President Idi Amin expelled Asian 
settlers;

In 1973                 Military coups deposed the Allende Government 
in Chile;

In 1974	 Turkish invasion of Northern Cyprus;

In 1975	 War in East Timor, evacuees were brought to 
Darwin;

1975 Fall of the South Vietnamese Government in Saigon. 
Vietnamese refugees fled into nearby countries, triggering 
international interference. Australia pledged to help and between 
1975 and 1995, has resettled more than 100,000 Vietnamese 
refugees from different Asian countries. In 1975 there were also 
2,000 Vietnamese people who arrived by boat illegally and without 
being invited. They are the so called ‘boat people’.

Development of settlement institutions and 
programs

Up until the 1970s, there were no specific strategies in place to 
help refugees or migrants settle and to acculturate in Australia. At 
migrant receiving camps people would be accommodated, provided 
with necessities to live and, most importantly, provided with advice 
regarding employment.  The political and economic circumstances 
of that time need to be remembered: Europe was in turmoil with 
millions of people being displaced and Australia having a shortage 
of workers. That many new settlers were only able to speak very 
basic English or did not know the language at all, was not important, 
as manual Laboure’s, which Australia needed to move from primary 
to secondary industry, they were able to survive and to contribute 
to Australian society in a positive way. But the world-wide refugee 
crisis increased and forced Australia to be pragmatic.  In 1977 
Michael Mackellar, the then Minister for Immigration and Ethnic 
Affairs, developed a national refugee policy, entitled the Galbally 
Report [10]. This report looked at ways of helping newcomers to 
settle in Australia, of maintaining their cultures, and of ensuring 
they had the same rights and access to services as other Australians 
[13]. Overall there was a strong emphasis on increased involvement 
of voluntary agencies. 

The following is a summary of agencies of strategies that were 
created by the Australian government:

According to the [10], in 1977, Migrant Resource Centers were 
established in capital cities; in 1979 a loan scheme was created to 
help refugees to buy their own home; 1979 also saw the further 
development of Adult Migrant and Settlement Education Programs, 

and, most importantly, a Community Refugee Settlement Scheme 
was established in 1981, which involved community groups to 
provide “newly-arrived refugees with on-arrival accommodation, 
social support and assistance of finding employment”. In 
1981, a Special Humanitarian Program was also created to 
provide settlement options to people who had suffered serious 
discrimination or human rights abuses, had fled their home country 
and had close ties with Australia. Because of growing awareness 
of the psychological impact of persecution, in 1988, the first 
torture and trauma services were established. In 1989, a special 
visa category within the refugee program was developed to make 
possible priority settlement for refugee women at risk and their 
children.  In 1991, a Special Assistance Category visa was created 
because of catastrophes countries, allowing people in vulnerable 
circumstances and with connections to Australia, to resettle. This 
program was phased out in 1997 because it had become a family 
reunion program (which is a special category within the Australian 
refugee settlement scheme).

The most important change to the settlement services involved 
settling people in rural and regional areas, matching them with 
people of the same ethnic background. According to the [10], 
changes of the regional distribution of refugees and of service 
provisions were necessary because the cohort of refugees has 
changed considerably: while people of mainly European decent had 
made up the majority of refugees in the past, from the 1990s on, 
people from Africa and the Middle East make up the vast majority 
[14,10]. Hugo argues that these people, despite being costly to 
settle, make a valuable contribution to Australian society, to the 
three ‘Ps’, population, participation and production: these refugees 
“are meeting some important and significant labor shortages in 
Australia’s regional areas”, despite “the difficulties that have been 
experienced by humanitarian settlers in these locations” [14]. Here 
is a summary of refugees and humanitarian arrivals, cited in the 
[10] [Table 1].

Table 1: Shows different regional resettlement locations and different 
migrant groups.

Location Group

Bendigo Iraqis

Bordertown Sudanese

Cobram Barooga Iraqis, Afghans

Colac Sudanese

Gippsland Bosnians, Nepalese, Sudanese

Mildura Iraqis, Iranians, Afghans

Mount Gambier Burmese

Murray Bridge Afghans, Uzbeks, Sudanese

Shepparton Iraqis, Congolese

Swan Hill Sudanese

Warnambool Sudanese

Young Afghans
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According to the best estimates available, 2009-10 was the 
year in which Australia, since becoming an independent nation, 
passed the 750,000 mark in its intake of refugees and humanitarian 
entrants. From Federation in 1901 until 1948, no official statistics 
were kept of refugee settlement. However, research published by 
the Australian Parliamentary Library estimated that Australia 
received 20,000 refugees in this period. From July 1948 to June 
1977, Australia received 269,266 assisted humanitarian arrivals, as 
well as another 33,000 unassisted humanitarian arrivals, according 
to DIAC estimates. Since the modern Refugee and Humanitarian 
Program began in 1977, Australia has received 392,538 offshore 
refugee and humanitarian entrants and has issued 42,714 onshore 
protection visas.

Who fits the bill? Australia’s streams of migrants 
and different visa categories.

Australia’s migration programs have three different streams, 
business, skilled and family migration [14,15,4,5]. There is also a 
special eligibility migration stream. Looking at the different visa 
categories (see below), one can see how very complex the system 
is. First, it needs to be mentioned that all visa applicants need to 
undergo health checks and fulfil certain character requirements; 
applicants for all permanent visas are required to sign an Australian 
Values Statement [15].

Business migration: Of importance is that Australia is very 
keen to attract business migrants, i.e. businesspeople investing 
substantial amounts of money can obtain a business skills visa if 
they have established skills and a genuine commitment to owning 
and managing a business in Australia [16].

Skilled migration: Individuals are being assessed according 
to a skilled migrant category, a point system based on age, work 
experience, qualifications, and knowledge of the English language 
[13]. 

Family migration: This stream aims to reunite immediate and 
extended family members with their eligible Australian relatives. 
Applicants wishing to migrate under this scheme must be sponsored 
by a close family relative who is an Australian [13].

Special eligibility migrants: Former citizens wanting to 
return to Australia must fulfil health and character requirements 
(required for all visas) [13].

No specific ‘refugee stream’ could be identified, however, the 
latest figures according to Phillips [12] demonstrate Australia’s 
intake of migrants: During 2015-2016, Australia accepted  57,400 
people under the family reunion scheme, 128,550 people under the 
skilled migration program (including business migrants),under the 
special eligibility scheme, 308 people were admitted, and 3,512 
children were resettled in Australia. The figure of people who were 
processed under the humanitarian program was 17,555.

Any person residing in a foreign country needs a visa; this 
determines their status in relation to their ability to reside in that 
country. In general, there are permanent and temporary visas 
and it is usually easier for a migrant than for a refugee to obtain 
a permanent visa or permanent residence status.  A permanent 
resident is legally defined as a person who was born overseas and 
has obtained permanent Australian resident status prior to or after 
arrival [16]. According to the RCoA [4,5], the difference between 
migrants and refugees is based on, and clarified by, international 
law, with different treaties and bodies being responsible for 
migrants and for refugees. The distinction is reflected in Australia’s 
policies, which include both a Migration Program and a Refugee and 
Humanitarian Program. The RCoA [4,5] raises the interesting point 
that labelling refugees as being ‘migrants’, ignores the protection 
they need. 

Humanitarian programs have been developed for refugees 
and other people with specific humanitarian needs. This program 
has two functions: the offshore assessment and resettlement 
component, and the onshore protection / asylum component [17]. 
This program is of major interest; it determines different kinds of 
visas. It is important to mention that after arrival in Australia, all 
temporary visa holders are entitled to Australia’s Status Resolution 
Support Services. This service provides support to people who 
are living in the community on temporary visas, or who are in 
community detention while their application for refugee status is 
assessed. It constitutes a regular payment to help with basic living 
costs [18].

Here is a brief overview of different visas and their basic 
entitlements. We are starting with onshore assessments and 
protection:

•	 Permanent Protection Visas (subclass 866): are visas 
granted to persons who enter Australia unlawfully, but are then 
found to be refugees based on the guidelines of the United Nations 
1951 Convention and 1967 Protocol of the Status of Refugees, or to 
be at real risk of suffering significant harm in their home country 
[19]. These people are usually confined to and assessed in various 
Australian detention centers.

•	 Bridging Visa (BVA) (subclass 010): According to the 
Australian Government [17], this temporary visa allows applicants 
to stay in Australia after their current visa ceases and while their 
substantive visa application is being processed.

Offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Visas (subclasses 200-
219) are visas granted to persons outside Australia who are subject 
to persecution or substantial discrimination in their home country. 
The most important visas for offshore refugees are the following 
categories: 

•	 Refugee (visa subclass 200) (Visa Help Australia, 
n.d.): This is a permanent residence visa. It allows people to stay in 
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Australia indefinitely, work and study, access Medicare (Australia’s 
public health care system), and social security payments, attend 
English classes, apply for Australian citizenship after four years in 
Australia, and propose family members for permanent residence.

•	 In‐Country Special Humanitarian (visa subclass 201): 
This visa is for individuals who are living in their home country and 
are subject to persecution in their home country, face immediate 
threats to their lives or to their personal security, but have not 
been able to leave that country to seek refuge elsewhere [6,7]. This 
visa provides individuals with the right to live, work and study 
in Australia indefinitely, access Medicare, access social security 
benefits, attend English language classes, apply for citizenship, and 
propose family members for permanent residence. 

•	 Emergency Rescue (visa subclass 203): This visa 
gives priority processing for people who are in immediate danger 
[6,7]. This is a permanent residence visa. It allows individuals to 
stay, work and study in Australia indefinitely, access Medicare, 
access certain social security payments, attend English language 
classes, apply for Australian citizenship after four years of living in 
Australia, and propose family members for permanent residence.

•	 Women at Risk (visa subclass 204): This visa provides 
women who do not have the protection of a partner or a relative and 
are in danger of victimization [6,7,19]. According to ISA Migration 
[20], this visa is applicable for females who want to live, study and 
work in Australia. It is a permanent visa. Applicants must have a 
recommendation by the United Nations Commissioner for Refugees 
to the Australian Government. This recommendation makes 
their application considered for relocation to Australia. These 
individuals can access Medicare and social security benefits, can 
attend English language classes, can apply for citizenship after four 
years in Australia, and can sponsor family members for permanent 
residence.

•	 Global Special Humanitarian Visa (subclass 202): 
According to Visa Help Australia [11], applicants must live outside 
Australia when applying for the visa. They must also be outside 
Australia when a visa is granted. Their application must be 
proposed by a person or organization in Australia. The individuals 
must experience substantial discrimination which amounts to 
a gross violation of human rights in their home country. Holders 
are entitled to stay, work and study indefinitely in Australia, access 
Medicare, access certain social security payments, attend English 
language classes, apply for Australian citizenship after four years, 
and can propose family members for permanent residence. If they 
want to travel outside Australia, they need to get a travel document. 
After five years, they will need a Resident Return Visa to re-enter 
Australia.

Demonstrating the even greater complexity of visa applications 
are the Safe Haven Enterprise Visa (SHEV) and the Temporary 
Protection Visa (TPV).

•	 Safe Haven Enterprise Visa (SHEV) (Subclass 790): 
According to the Australian Government [21], this visa is for people 
who arrive in Australia illegally and apply for protection. A SHEV 
allows people to stay in Australia work and / or study, access 
Medicare, receive some social security payments, and access English 
language classes. According to the RCoA [4,5], a SHEV is current for 
five years and the holder can apply for a permanent migration visa 
after that time (but not a permanent protection visa). Of advantage 
is when SHEV holders during their stay in Australia are financially 
self-sufficient and / or work or study in a regional area. When 
applying for permanent residence, these people must also meet the 
criteria of other permanent visas (for instance, as the husband or 
wife of an Australian citizen). This visa does not allow the holder to 
travel to the country from which s/he has been granted protection. 
It does also not allow the holder to sponsor family members for a 
visa.

•	 Temporary Protection Visa (TPV) (subclass 785):  
According to the Australian Government [22], this visa is for 
individuals who arrive in Australia without a valid visa and 
apply for protection on the grounds of race, religion, nationality, 
political opinion and/or membership of a particular social group. 
Immigration Australia [14] points out that applicants must show 
cause that because of leaving their home country they would face 
arbitrary deprivation of life, the death penalty, torture, or cruel, 
degrading and inhuman treatment. The TPV allows individuals to 
stay and work in Australia for three years, access Medicare, and 
receive some social security payments. According to the RCoA [4,5], 
TPV holder cannot apply for permanent residency, however, prior 
to the expiry of that visa, another TPV or SHEV can be lodged. The 
claim for protection will be re-assessed. 

As can be seen, different visas are available for different 
circumstances; none of the categories includes asylum seekers and 
refugees on Nauru. The difficulty is to be accepted under Australian 
law and on Australian soil as being someone in need of protection. 
It is also important that claims for protection are (in theory) 
assessed as quickly as possible in order to avoid stressful situations, 
especially when held in custody in detention centers in Australia or 
offshore. Business and skilled migrants are preferred; Australian 
policies also look favorably at refugees and humanitarian entrants 
who have worked and studied in regional areas.

Social Services Benefits (Centrelink) of Visa Holders
Various entitlements of holders of different visas have been 

outlined above. Here is a summary of benefits or services that 
can be accessed once a visa has been granted.  The Asylum Seeker 
Status Resolution Support Services will stop, and Centrelink 
Special Benefits can be claimed if readily available funds are less 
than $5000. Bank statements must be provided to Centrelink who 
will assess the situation every 13 weeks. Visa holders can work 
but must inform Centrelink about their income. They are entitled 
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to Medicare, job seeker assistance and, depending on the type of 
visa, individuals can access short-term counselling for torture and 
trauma. According to RAILS [9,23], visa holders are also entitled 
to family tax benefit, single income family supplement, double 
orphan pension, parental leave pay, dad and partner pay, child care 
benefit, school kids bonus, child dental benefit, care fee assistance, 
stillborn baby payment and to the low income health care card. As 
mentioned before, an advantage in relation to claim permanent 
residence, i.e. a permanent migration visa, is when a refugee or 
humanitarian entrant is/was financially independent (does not/
did not rely on social security benefits) and has worked or studied 
in a regional area.

Changing Australian Policies and A Shameful 
Aspect of it

Australia has experienced three waves of asylum seekers who 
arrived by boat. Unfortunately, negative public opinions, prompted 
by the creation of fear by far-right politicians and the supporting 
press,  provoked Australia’s politicians to introduce mandatory 
detention and the Pacific Solution [24] for people arriving 
‘unauthorized’  (without a visa), being called ‘illegal immigrants’, 
and are labelled ‘queue jumpers’, ‘unlawful non-citizens’, and ‘illegal 
maritime arrivals’ [25].  Between 1976 and 1981, 2059 Vietnamese 
boat people arrived. These people were welcomed. The arrival of 27 
Indochinese asylum seekers in November 1989 started the second 
wave. During the following nine years, boats arrived at the rate of 
about 300 people per annum – mostly from Cambodia, Vietnam 
and southern China. In 1999, the third wave of asylum seekers, 
predominantly from the Middle East, began to arrive; often in larger 
numbers than previously and usually with the assistance of ‘people 
smugglers’ [24].

Apart from ‘illegal immigrants’, who officially will never be able 
to settle in Australia, the country accepts a fluctuating number 
of refugees and humanitarian entrants. RCoA [26-29] reports an 
increase from 13,750 to 20,000 in 2012-13, then back to 13,750, 
followed by an increase to 16,250 in 2017-18, to be further increased 
to 18,750 in 2018-19. 2015 saw a one-off intake of 12,000 people 
to be resettled in Australia because of the crises in Syria and Iraq. 
As these figures imply, immigration is a hotly discussed topic in 
parliament; the whole issue is highly politicized. According to RCoA 
[26-29], between 2012 and 2017, 51,637 people arrived by boat 
seeking asylum and at least 862 deaths have occurred at sea. Both, 
the Coalition (Liberal Party and National Party) and the Labor Party 
use the fact that many people drowned as reason for not accepting 
and assessing unauthorized arrivals by sea.

The Pacific Solution was legalized in 2001 and is discussed 
by the RCoA [26-29] in the following. It has been the most 
controversial policy in relation to the handling of asylum seekers 
ever since. Based on the Pacific Solution asylum seekers arriving 

by boat were being transported to and detained in Nauru and 
on Manus Island. These Australian offshore detention centres 
(politicians call them offshore immigration processing centres) 
were created in 2001, suspended in 2008, but reopened in 2012 
because of large numbers of so-called ‘maritime arrivals of asylum 
seekers. The Manus Regional Processing Centre closed officially 
in October 2017; people were transferred to different facilities on 
Manus. The Nauru Regional Processing Centre closed officially in 
March 2019 but, as the Australian Senate Inquiry established, 652 
asylum seekers are still on the island with no hope to be resettled 
in Australia but are also unable to return to their home countries. 
They have been on the island between five and seven years and 
there is a general understanding that their health, especially mental 
health, is deteriorating.

Let us dig a little deeper into the history of the Pacific Solution. 
Since the second wave (1989) of boat arrivals entered Australian 
shores, the Australian public has been concerned. Prior to 1992 
so called unauthorized boat arrivals (asylum seekers) were held 
in detention under the Migration Act 1958 on a discretionary 
basis. This changed in 1992. The Labor Government legislated the 
Migration Amendment Act, starting mandatory detention of all 
citizens who do not hold a valid visa. A further change occurred in 
2001 when the Liberal Government introduced legislative changes 
allowing some of Australia’s territory to be excised from the 
migration zone in order to discourage non-citizens from arriving 
unlawfully in Australia by boat. As discussed by Phillips and Spinks 
[24], under the Pacific Solution so called unauthorized arrivals at 
excised places were transferred to offshore processing centers in 
Nauru and on Manus Island. They are detained while their asylum 
claims are being processed. These claims are not processed under 
Australian law and the claimants have no access to legal assistance 
or judicial review.

Very important here is the statement by Janet Phillips, who 
finds that Asylum seekers who arrive by boat are subject to the 
same assessment criteria as all other asylum applicants. Past figures 
show that between 70 and 100 per cent of asylum seekers arriving 
by boat at different times have been found to be refugees and 
granted protection either in Australia or in another country [25]. 
Despite these people being genuine refugees, it seems that only a 
few have been resettled, mainly in countries other than Australia. 
Some resettlements may have taken place in Australia, however, the 
process is not transparent, media access to the offshore processing 
centers is denied, medical and other staff who work at the centers 
are not permitted to talk about their experiences, and members of 
the Coalition and of the Labor Party emphasize continuously that 
people detained in Nauru and on Manus Island will not be settled 
in Australia.

A large part of the Australian population has been appalled by 
these measures [30-33] and the pressure on politicians is mounting 
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to resettle these people as soon as possible. “The Pacific Solution was 
widely criticized by refugee advocacy and human rights groups as 
being contrary to international refugee law, unjustifiably expensive 
to implement, and psychologically damaging for detainees” [24]. In 
February 2019, the Refugee Medical Evacuation Bill was passed by 
the Australian Parliament after very intense negotiations. This does 
mean “innocent people languishing on Manus Island and Nauru are 
able to access the healthcare they need, when they need it” [15]. Up 
until now, not a medical professional but an administrator decided 
whether a detainee needed medical attention.  Twelve deaths have 
occurred in the detention centers, some could have been avoided 
had the refugees received adequate medical care. Now treatment 
will take place in Australia on Christmas Island, but the asylum 
seekers will have to return to Nauru or Manus Island.

A trigger of the Pacific Solution was the so-called Tampa affair, 
an incidence which many Australians find challenging to accept 
and shameful. In August 2001 the Coalition government under the 
leadership of Prime Minister John Howard refused permission for 
the Norwegian freighter MV Tampa to enter Australian waters. MV 
Tampa had rescued 433 asylum seekers and five crew members 
from a fishing vessel in distress [34]. When the captain of the Tampa 
refused to turn around and did enter Australian waters, the Prime 
Minister ordered the ship be boarded by Australian Special Forces 
(SASR) to prevent it from closer approaching Christmas Island. In 
doing this, he confirmed Australian sovereignty and determined 
who will enter and reside in Australia.

The Norwegian government condemned the Australian 
government; it had failed to meet its obligations to distressed 
mariners under international law and complained to the United 
Nations. According to International law, survivors of a shipwreck 
are to be taken to the closest suitable port for medical treatment. 
The closest suitable port was 12 hours to Merak, Indonesia. 
Christmas Island, Australia, was six or seven hours closer [35], 
however, according to Shaltbolt (cited in Wikipedia) it did not have 
the ability to receive large shopping freighters. The Australian 
troops instructed the captain of the Tampa to move the ship back 
into international waters, he refused, claiming that ship was unsafe 
to sail until the asylum seekers had been offloaded. Norway refused 
to admit the asylum seekers, so did Indonesia; in the end, the 
asylum seekers were loaded onto a Royal Australian Navy vessel 
and transported to Nauru.

The inhumane situation becomes clear when looking at the 
assessment of the captain of the Tampa: I have seen most of what 
there is to see in this profession, but what I experienced on this trip 
is the worst. When we asked for food and medicine for the refugees, 
the Australians sent commando troops on board. This created a 
very high tension among the refugees. After an hour of checking the 
refugees, the troops agreed to give medical assistance to some of 
them… The soldiers obviously didn’t like their mission [10].

The Social and Economic Contributions of 
Humanitarian Entrants to Australian Society

Apart from moral issues which the detention of people in Nauru 
and Manus Island raise, some thought is provided here in relation 
to the overall contribution of asylum seekers and refugees. Graeme 
Hugo looks critically at different nationality groups of humanitarian 
entrants and their contributions to Australia society. He asserts 
that “the marked increase in capacity over time of humanitarian 
entrants and their subsequent generations … is very significant”; 
he particularly mentions the “resourcefulness, hard work and 
determination to improve their lives and the life of their children” 
[17]. Interestingly, comparing different migrant visa categories, 
Hugo [17] finds that an important aspect of humanitarian entrants 
is that they, compared to other migrant groups, tend to spend 
their entire lives and raise their children in Australia. But he does 
acknowledge that there are barriers confronting this group when 
entering the workforce; the knowledge of English is of great 
importance and not speaking the language does present difficulties.

Unemployment rates are higher and workforce participation 
rates are lower. However, this changes for the second generation: 
“at least half of the nationality groups have a higher level of 
participation [in the workforce] than those born in Australia, with 
ten of the nationality groups having lower level of unemployment 
rates than the Australia-born” [17]. This author also finds that 
humanitarian arrivals value the education of their children: a 
higher proportion (of those aged 15-24) attend educational 
institutions than other migrant categories and the Australia-born 
population. [17] concludes that the difficulties experienced by 
the first generation dissipate for the second generation. Does this 
demonstrate acculturation of Australian culture, convergence 
towards Australian values or is it something else? How can 
the success of second-generation migrants be understood? 
Muenstermann (1997) talked about this issue.

The success of the second generation is based on sacrifices of 
the first generation, on their efforts to push their children to achieve 
high levels of education. This, of course, reduces the barriers over 
time. The more specific economic contribution of humanitarian 
entrants is related to their sense of becoming independent, of 
establishing their own businesses (more so than other migrant 
groups), to engage disproportionally in the workforce in regional 
areas, and to initiate trade between their home countries and 
Australia [17]. Assessing the social capital of humanitarian arrivals 
[17], community contributions, close networking within their own 
ethnic groups and volunteering could be established.

New refugee communities have a strong connection to their 
immediate communities and promote these. But there is also 
engagement with the broader community, they volunteer at official 
organizations, which is a means of gaining confidence, learning 
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about new communities, and of feeling empowered. Different 
groups take different length of time to engage with the broader 
community; it is affected by cultural norms, time spent in refugee 
camps, and the availability of leadership within the community.  
The overall finding of Hugo [17] is that the economic and social 
contributions of humanitarian entrants are substantial even though 
they experience greater difficulty in adjusting to life in Australia 
than other migrant groups. 

Conclusion
This literature review has looked at Australian refugee and 

asylum seeker policies and demonstrated that Australia, despite 
being a signatory to the United Nations 1951 Convention and 1967 
Protocol on Refugees, is not always acting humanely when it comes 
to assist people in need of protection. One only needs to look at the 
labelling of asylum seekers or refugees, such as ‘illegal immigrants’, 
‘illegal maritime arrivals’, ‘queue jumpers’, ‘unlawful non-citizens’ 
to realize that people are victimized and humiliated. During the last 
30 years Australia has applied increasingly stricter laws (enforced 
by Border Protection and border patrols), one of them being that 
no asylum seeker arriving by boat will be settled in Australia. Since 
2001, boats, if discovered by border patrols, have be turned back 
(to Indonesia) or if a vessel should make it to Australian shores, 
people have been detained in offshore detention centers in Nauru 
or on Manus Island.

These centers have officially been closed, but there are still more 
than 600 people (young men) awaiting resettlement. In February 
2019 (13.02.2019) the Australian parliament talked about people 
who have been in these detention centers for about 5 to 7 years. 
Medical care (up until 13.02.2019) was determined necessary or 
not necessary by administrators and not by medical professionals, 
the media had/has no access to the centers, and employees 
were / are not allowed to talk about their experiences. Overall 
transparency is lacking, and human rights violations have occurred. 
Looking at Australia’s different visa categories and the entitlement 
of the holders, there can be no doubt that on paper human rights 
have been addressed in relation to privileges and responsibilities of 
refugees and humanitarian entrants. The difficulty is to understand 
Australia’s treatment of, and policies in relation to, asylum seekers 
who arrive by boat. As Phillips [25] points out, 70% to 100% of 
‘illegal maritime arrivals’ have been assessed as being genuine 
refugees.

Therefore, it can be argued that they will face deprivation of 
life, the death penalty, torture, or cruel, degrading and inhuman 
treatment if they return to their home countries. Reports of 
investigative journalism [8,36-39] find that the treatment in the 
offshore detention centers is unquestionably inhumane; many 
individuals have developed physical and mental illnesses, children 
as young as 12 self-harmed; and twelve deaths have occurred. 
In order to prevent further tragedy, it is time that people in the 

offshore detention centers to be resettled. There must be a better 
solution to protect Australian borders!

While this article cannot comment on the contribution’s asylum 
seekers/refugees in Australian offshore detention centers, mention 
is made here of Behrouz Boochani, a young Kurdish-Iranian writer, 
journalist, scholar, cultural advocate and filmmaker, ‘writing from 
Manus Prison’ [40-45].

His book No Friend but the Mountains won the Victorian 
Premier’s Literary Award 2019. It captures the enormous courage, 
resilience and hope of detainees on Manus Island; but it also 
implies the degrading, dehumanizing treatment of asylum seekers 
by those in the corridors of Australian power. The unprejudiced 
study by Hugo [17] is of some consolation; the author argues that 
humanitarian entrants contributed significantly to Australian 
society, that they influenced the three ‘Ps’, population, participation 
and production. There can be no doubt that people detained 
right now on Manus Island and in Nauru would make a positive 
contribution to Australian society [45-50].
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