' asylum not illegal

~was now post September 11
“boat people” were front page
IS.
tories in local school car parks
med with great authority that
1e of the September 11 bombers
¢ being held in the Woomera
ention Centre in South”
tralia. No facts - but lots of fear.
met an amazing family behind
razor wire in Villawood. A
ne and peaceful mother had
n separated from her children
months. She and her husband
fled Saddam Hussein’s Iraq
were now undergoing what can
’ be termed institutional abuse.
aey had committed no crime
yet were held without charge
onditions harsher than those
osed on Australian rapists and
'derers.
) now we fast forward to 2010.
1st week the town of Dalby
le the news as reports emerged
a camp on the outskirts was
\g considered as a location for
linees from Christmas Island.
1e Western Downs Mayor Ray
wn rightly called for more
sultation and questioned what
| of support might be available.
1e community does need to
~ who the proposed people are,
t conditions they will be held
2r and what counselling,

interpreting, health and other
services might be provided.

The local Federal Member Bruce
Scott however delved into the box
of fear and labelled the people
“illegal” even evoking the spectre
of terrorism.

The simple fact of the matter is
that it is not illegal to claim asylum
in Australia.

Australia is a signatory to the
United Nations convention on
refugees. It is a basic human right
to claim asylum.

The definition of a refugee does
not mention the mode of transport
that a person uses to get here.

In fact the vast majority of people
who arrive in Australia are who
they say they are - genuine
refugees. The notion of an orderly
queue or process is also a myth.
Ask anybody who has spent time in
a refugee camp and they will tell
you gaining access to a country
such as Australia is more of a raffle
than a queue. There are not good
refugees who come by plane and
bad refugees who come by boat.

The Dalby proposal may or may
not be a good one - but using
dehumanising terms such as
“illegal” or “terrorist” simply
promotes fear and loathing and .
hinders understanding and human

dignity.

Another issue where there is
plenty of heat and very little light
is that of Palestine and Israel. It is
easy to believe the headlines that
the blockade of Gaza and the
treatment of Palestinians is
justified because of security threats
to ordinary Israelis.:

Just like the desert camps of
Woomera, Curtin or Baxter - there
must be some underlying logic.
Maybe it is a religious thing and
necessary to contain “Islamic
extremists” (there go those labels
again). But then the human story
and anomalies such as the tens of
thousands of Christian Palestinians
struggling for freedom doesn’t fit
the official line.

Tomorrow Toowoomba
community has a unique
opportunity to hear first hand of
the conditions and background of
Palestinians in the Middle East. In
March David Forde, President of
Amnesty International Queensland
and Northern NSW visited
Palestine. Tomorrow he will deliver
a lecture titled “The Palestinian
Homeland Dilemma” at Lecture
Theatre Q502 at the University of
Southern Queensland at 12.30pm.
This represents a chance for all of
us to go beyond the razor wire,
beyond the categories and labelling
to hear part of the human story.



