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The Project aims to: 

* provide hospitality and practical support for asylum seekers 

* actively network with like-minded individuals and groups who 

are working for justice for asylum seekers 

* promote advocacy for the rights of asylum seekers 

BRIGIDINE ASYLUM SEEKERS’ PROJECT 

(Under the auspices of the Brigidine Justice Community) 

I was a stranger and you made 
me welcome ... 

Newsletter 25 December 2004 

52 Beaconsfield Pde, Albert Park  3206 
Ph: 96962107;  bssc@cyberspace.net.au 

 There is a story about an elder Cherokee Native American who was teaching his grandchildren 
about life.  He said to them, "A fight is going on inside me...It is a terrible fight, and it is between 
two wolves.  One wolf represents fear, anger, envy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity,  
guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, pride and superiority.  The other wolf stands for joy, peace, love, 
hope, sharing, serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, friendship, empathy, generosity, truth, 
compassion, and faith.  This same fight is going on inside of you and every other person too."  
 
They thought about it for a minute and then one child asked his grandfather, "Which wolf will 
win?"  The old Cherokee simply replied..."The one I feed." 
 
Commenting on the title of the book A Fair Go in an Age of Terror, John Menadue, former eminent 

public servant, said that the threat of terrorism has been used to deny us 
our civil liberties. In his view, and traditionally, a fair go has been meant 
for outsiders: aliens; foreigners; refugees; people that are different. He said 
that in the Judaeo-Christian tradition there is no more powerful message 
than that the alien shall not be oppressed, shall not be dispossessed.  
 
He said that the concept of caring for the alien is mentioned more than any 
other social matter in the Old Testament. Compassion and concern for the 

alien is mentioned 36 times in the Old Testament and here he relies for the detail on a Jewish friend 
of his. It is asserted more strongly than any other Jewish law, whether it be the Sabbath, dietary 
laws, or attending the tabernacle of the temple. He said that caring for the alien, the person that is 
different, the outsider, is a core social part of what we believe as Christians. 

 

Welcoming the stranger seems an important theme for us as Australians to be considering as we lead 
into the day and the season where the mythology of peace and goodwill and family celebration is 
paramount.   And yet, there is no room at the inn ....  For many people who are traumatised and 
persecuted and seek a room in our inn. 
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The following is a report from Louise Cleary Brigidine Congregational Leadership Team.  Louise and 
three others recently spent some time in the Philippines.  
 

Refugees, Asylum Seekers and People Trafficking 
 

Some of the people who are in detention centres in Australia are trafficked women. They are the ‘tip of the 
iceberg’ when it comes to this very complex issue which is closely allied to the systemic violence against women 
in our world. People trafficking is an enormously lucrative business, third after drugs and arms dealing, and is 
well-established in the Asia Pacific region.  
 
Project Respect, a Melbourne based NGO, documented 300 cases of  trafficked persons into Australia in March 
this year and they, and the Inquiry into the trafficking of women for sexual servitude (Joint Committee on the Australian 

Crime Commission, June 2004), estimate that the number could be up to 1000 each year. The trends emerging from the 
Project Respect research indicate that: 
 
�� Many trafficked women have been detained in immigration detention centres in Australia and many have 

been deported from Australia. Some have been re-trafficked here.  
�� Traffickers and/ or their associates have frequently lodged false and fraudulent Protection Visa applications 

for trafficking victims and it has sometimes been difficult for the victims to prove they did not know about 
or lodge the application. 

�� Trafficking occurs in a variety of areas of Australian society, such as the hospitality, construction, art and sex 
industries. 

�� Victims of trafficking to Australia (in the cases documented) come from many countries, including Thailand, 
Malaysia, Vietnam, Burma, China, Singapore, Albania, Colombia, South Africa, India and the former Soviet 
Republic.  

�� Women trafficked to Australia for prostitution are deceived into believing that they will be working in 
hospitality or as air hostesses or they are deceived about the nature of the prostitution they will do and the 
conditions they will be under.  

�� Victims trafficked to Australia experience a range of abuse and coercion, ranging from threats to inform 
Immigration, to deprivation of food, to physical assault and rape. The women are prostituted for long hours, 
seven days a week, and often regardless of their health or menstrual cycle. Women trafficked for prostitution 
usually wish to earn enough money to send home to family in their country of origin; instead, they earn little 
to no money in Australia. 

 
We know that women are still being detained in detention centres, often after being reported to DIMIA by their 
perpetrators or associates, and are quickly deported. However in October 2003 the Australian government 
announced new visa arrangements and victim support measures aimed at moving the focus from punishing to 
supporting trafficking victims. A person suspected of being trafficked can be given a Bridging Visa F which lasts 
for 30 days while trafficking claims are being investigated. If the victim agrees to assist police she/he is eligible 
for a Criminal Stay Visa (CJS) allowing the person to stay in the country and work for the duration of the 
criminal justice process. 
 
Whilst these initiatives are laudable, protection still depends on the victim being willing and able to testify. It is 
frequently the case that the person is not in a state to do so: she has already been traumatised, she does not have 
the language, she fears reprisals by the trafficking gangs on her family.  
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In a recent visit to the Philippines the Brigidine 
Congregational Leadership Team worked with Third 
World Movement Against the Exploitation of Women 
(TW-MAE-W) to educate ourselves and gain a greater 
understanding of the issue of the trafficking of women 
and children and to look at the effectiveness of an NGO 
in dealing with the problem.  
 
Our firsthand experience backed up data from around the 
world which clearly show that the vast majority of 
people trafficked are: 
 
· Marginalized women and children 
· Women in poverty in rural areas and urban          
 slums 
· Ethnic minorities 
· Indigenous people and hill tribes 
· Refugees and illegal migrants 
· Illiterate women, runaway girls 
 
The largest number of victims world-wide are from Asia, 
with over 225,000 victims each year from South East 
Asia and over 150,000 from South Asia. (Trafficking in 
Women and Children, JPIC Commission of UISG, 2003) 

 
During our visit in the Philippines we discovered that the scale of in-country trafficking is enormous. 
We also spoke with women who had been deported from Australia after being trafficked here by 
unscrupulous operators. The human face of this slavery is captured by the stories of two women whom 
we met. 

 

There is clearly an intricate web of 
interconnectedness between refugees, asylum 
seekers and the trafficking of persons and 
considerable need for a ‘Trafficking Visa’ in 
Australia which offers victim support and is not 
dependent on preparedness to be a public 
witness in criminal justice proceedings. 
 

 
 
 

Louise Cleary 
Brigidine Congregational Leadership Team 

 
 

Natalie’s Story 
 
At eleven years of age, Natalie was trafficked by 
a cousin to sing in a karaoke bar in Cebu. Her 
family was extremely poor and lived on a small 
island off Mindanao. She was brought to the 
Camagayan slum in Cebu where she was under 
the charge of a mamasan (madam). The 
mamasan controls the girls, allocates them 
clients and takes seventy-five percent of their 
earnings (50% paid to pimps). In this locality 
clients pay the cheapest rate which is 150 peso 
(Au$3.00) for a two-hour encounter. 
 
Natalie is now sixteen, has recently given birth 
to a baby boy and is still working in the slum as 
it is her only means of financial support. She 
comes to the Belen Drop-In Centre run by Third 
World Movement where she receives 
counselling and personal support.  

Sarah’s Story 
 
Sarah came from a poor family in the Batangas 
region. At 14 she went to work for a relative as 
a housemaid and subsequently was forced into 
prostitution. When she was 16 she was sold as a 
mail-order bride to an unknown Australian. She 
was given travel papers and came to Brisbane 
where she experienced brutal domestic violence 
from her ‘husband’ (no legal marriage had 
taken place) and was also sexually abused by 
his friends. When she fought back she was 
informed she ‘owed’ the ‘husband’ money for 
her air-travel and keep and had to pay. She ran 
away and sought help from another Filipina 
woman. However her ‘husband’ reported her to 
DIMIA and she was picked up in a raid on the 
suburban house where she had found refuge. 
After several days of questioning in Brisbane, 
Sarah was taken to Villawood Detention Centre 
where she was held for five months and was 
subsequently deported to the Philippines. Sarah 
was fortunate in that one of the agencies the 
Philippine government uses to place woman 
who are being repatriated is Third World 
Movement. Over the past two years she has 
received support and counselling and is now 
working as a field worker with Third World 
trying to assist other young women who have 
been deceived and trafficked into the sex 
industry. 
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How much of a solution has the so-called Pacific solution been?  
These are some of the individuals whose lives have been affected.   
 

Early in September 2001, the then Defence Minister, Peter 
Reith, convinced the tiny island state of Nauru to accept asylum 
seekers who were attempting to get to Australia.   

 

A contingent of 433 who were mostly Afghanis had been picked up from the Tampa by the warship 
HMAS Manoora and then another 230 or so mostly Iraqis were taken on board from Ashmore Reef.  
At this time the infamous Pacific Solution was carved out—legislation was passed to excise 
Christmas Island and Ashmore Reef (and many other small islands from Australia’s migration zone).   

 
Early in October, the Olong, a boat that has become known as SIEV 4 and famous for its “children 
overboard” fiasco, was first turned back to Indonesia by the Australian navy and subsequently the 
Adelaide rescued the 223 mainly Iraqi asylum seekers on board.    

 

The Howard government ordered that the 223 people including 116 women and children be kept on 
board their unseaworthy vessel during a 24 hour tow back towards Christmas Island, something 
which contradicted all the principles of safety of life at sea. 

 

The crew of the HMAS Adelaide were ordered to keep people on the boat until it actually sank and 
they were in the water. Only then could they be rescued and brought on board the Adelaide.  The 
boat finally foundered with only an hour's warning. In a dangerous emergency rescue from the sea, it 
is a miracle that nobody drowned.   

 

Virtually all the survivors of these two stories ended up on Nauru.   

 

This may seem like history to most Australians but for many of the individuals concerned the horrific 
results are still being played out.  It is hard to believe that three and a quarter years later, individuals 
from both the Tampa and SIEV 4 are still being “processed”.  And it is hard to see, even now, that 
justice is being done.   

 

Over these three plus years, those on Nauru have been interviewed at different times, waited for ages 
to get an answer, waited for ages to have their cases reviewed, watched as some who seemed to have 
the same history as they did be accepted while they were refused ... And the agony goes on. 

 

The people in the three stories on the next page happen to be known to us personally.   
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On Tuesday of this week it was finally good news for the 
Alnasiri family—Abdulamain and his wife, Muntahar with 
their four sons, Thwat, Rafat, Feras and Fikrat. The Alnasiris 
are an Iraqi family who have a daughter—Lina and son-in-
law—Wassim in Sydney.  They had been given refugee status 
after three plus years of waiting and suffering. 

 

We had got to know Abdulamain, Muntahar and Fikrat who 
had all spent time separately in Maribyrnong having medical 
treatment.  Rafat is also ill but had not come down to 
Melbourne.   

 

The family will of course go their daughter’s flat in the first 
instance.  One can only imagine the emotions of both Lina 
and Wassim and the whole Alnasiri family at this stage.  For 
Abdulamain and Muntahar and their sons there is the whole 
gamut of relief, joy, fear, anxiety and, not least, the sorrow for 
those friends still on Nauru who have once again been 
rejected.  For Lina and Wassim there is the immense 
happiness that they will have parents and brothers out of 
detention and with them—but there is the huge uncertainty as 
they wonder about housing, money to survive and more than 
anything else how will they manage the health problems that 
each member of the family to a greater or lesser extent now 
experiences.    

 

At the same time our hearts go out to Houda and her husband 
Khairy Almasoudi who have been refused visas.  They are an 
Iraqi couple who were on the ill fated SIEV 4.  Houda was 
hurt when being winched on board the Adelaide and hurt 
again when she fell on Nauru.  Eventually a few months ago she was sent to Melbourne for treatment 
and some of us visited her in the hospital, in the rehabilitation centre and in Maribyrnong Detention 
Centre.  She was in a lot of pain physically and traumatised emotionally.  Khairy was a history teacher 
in his own country.  Houda told us they had been in jail for a long time in Saddam Hussein’s time.  
They are devastated with no idea of what will happen next.   

 

There is another young twenty five year old Hazara man from Afghanistan in Maribyrnong who was on 
the Tampa and is ill.  He says he cannot concentrate; he says he just “thinks and thinks about being in 
detention forever”.  He has no idea what the decision about his fate will be, whether he will be sent 
back to Nauru, whether he will be deported.  He is gentle and kindly—but overwhelmed by the 
seeming futility of his life. 
 

Senator Vanstone has said in a media 
release last week:   
My department has now finalised its 
reassessments for 41 of the Iraqis in 
Nauru. 27 people have received positive 
outcomes and now been assessed as 
refugees by Australia. This group 
includes 11 people from the UNHCR 
caseload. This group comprises 5 
families including 10 children. 

‘Fourteen people, including four people 
from the UNHCR caseload, were again 

found not to be refugees. ‘Those people 
who have again been confirmed as 
non-refugees should now accept the 
outcome and return to their home 
country as quickly as possible.'   It 
seems that those people who were 
refused Visas took Vanstone's advice 
saying that they would rather die in Iraq 
and be buried by friends and family than 
die on Nauru. They went to the IOM / 
DIMIA office and requested forms to 

sign for "voluntary Return".   They 
were then told that they could not return 

to Iraq because the "BORDER IS 
CLOSED".   

In the meantime UNHCR strongly advises 

States to suspend the forced returns of Iraqi 

nationals to all parts of Iraq until further 

notice. (September 2004) 
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Christmas party at Maribyrnong and Christmas cheer elsewhere 
 

As part of the Project’s work, we will again host a Christmas party at Maribyrnong on 22nd 
December.  We will give a small gift to each person detained there and will have a meal to-
gether.  Unfortunately the authorities will only allow twelve volunteers to attend so we can 
only include a few of those who visit the centre regularly.   

 

As part of an effort to make Christmas a little happier for those who are awaiting answers 
about visas to stay in Australia we are  

* making up hampers for some of the families,  

* giving presents to the long term asylum seekers at Maribyrnong, those who live in our 
houses and others we support in some way.  

 

If anyone would like to donate a gift we suggest  

* T shirts for men, sizes ranging from medium to extra large 

* Any other clothes for men 

* Toiletries particularly for men 

* Metcards and Telstra Phone Away cards (for Nauru and Baxter) 

* Items for hampers—or food for the holiday period 

 

 

for the Brigidine Asylum Seekers Project 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

There is an Irish proverb: It is in the shelter of each other that the people live.  A 
community has emerged as a result of seeking justice for all those who flee 
persecution in the hope of finding sanctuary. 
 
We are inspired constantly by the generosity and compassion of the many people 
who just keep helping.  Thank you—and may this Christmas time be blessed for 
you. 


