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Australian Federation Of University Women Inc.

2/12 Tollington Ave

East Malvern, VIC 3145

Phone/Fax: (03) 9885 8132

Email: jstrauss@bigpond.com

17 December 2000

The Hon. Philip Ruddock,

Minister for Immigration

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Dear Mr Ruddock,


I write to express the mounting concern of my organisation about the conditions imposed upon asylum seekers held under mandatory detention at Woomera, Port Hedland Curtin and Maribyrnong.  This concern is, I assure you, not simply a reaction to the more alarming allegations of abuses of human rights that have appeared recently in the media.  There has in fact been for some time a growing a body of very reasonable and carefully expressed press material that addresses the fundamental human rights issue that these people, many of them fleeing from appallingly oppressive regimes, are effectively imprisoned in Australia.  Imprisoned moreover for prolonged periods in remote places under harsh physical and psychological conditions which, I believe, Australians would not tolerate for our own citizens who have actually been convicted by due process of criminal offences.  

As an example of such reasoned and principled objections to the current treatment of asylum seekers, I would draw your attention to the enclosed article by Professor Tay, President of the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission.  I would also point out that public concern at reports of abuses in these detention centres is exacerbated by the general refusal to open them to public scrutiny.  This does not only extend to resisting visits by external UN committees.  There seems to be an unreasonable delay in publishing the report of the Australian Commission’s visits in 2000 to Woomera and Curtin, and today in Melbourne we had the unedifying spectacle of the Maribyrnong centre refusing to allow the press to witness Amnesty International giving Christmas presents to the children imprisoned there.

According to the report of this incident there are some two hundred children currently in detention at the various centres—and of course a number of children now in the Australian community who had to spend an unconscionable time in detention before their parents were accepted as meeting the very stringent criteria for being accepted as a refugee.  This is a situation so appalling that I find it hard to believe: I would be grateful therefore if you could provide me with accurate figures of the number of children currently held in all detention centres. 

It is particularly the situation of women and children that calls for urgent remedial action. The Australian Federation of University Women has as its core purpose the advancement of the welfare of women and girl children through education, but we have had, from our foundation, a commitment to working to ensure an environment for women and children which is free of both political oppression and domestic violence. Apart from the apparent denial of educational and health rights to children under the current conditions of detention, there is an abundance of material from the experience of refugee and detention (concentration?) camps around the world that demonstrates that women and children in such circumstances are highly vulnerable to emotional and sexual abuse.  

It has been reported that you are considering taking steps to provide group homes where women and children could be housed.  We urge you most strongly to proceed immediately with this proposal. It would be at least a temporary step on the way to a more just and humane system for all asylum seekers,

Yours Sincerely

(Dr) Jennifer Strauss,

President, Australian Federation of University Women

