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‘People smuggling has become the preferred trade of a growing number of criminal networks world-wide which are showing an 

increasing sophistication in regard to move larger numbers of people at higher profits than ever.’ (Interpol) 

BOAT PEOPLE 

The term ‘boat people’ became popular within the media was during and after the Vietnam War where thousands of South 

Vietnamese sought refuge from the communist government. Nearly all of the ‘boat people’ or refugees arriving in Australia use 

small and dangerous fishing crafts. 

WHO ARE REFUGEES? 

The United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (1951) defines refugees as people who are outside their 

county of nationality or their usual country of residence, and are unable or unwilling to return to that country due to well-

founded fear of being persecute for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political 

opinion. 

Asylum Seekers are people who have laid claims for protection to a government either entering the country with proper 

documentation (a visa) or illegally through means of people smuggling without a valid visa. This category of people includes 

those who have applied for residency but are waiting for their claims to be approved. 

Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) are people who have fled their homes but continue to remain in a separate part of their 

country due to unrest, natural events such as famine or war. 

CONFLICT IN ASIA PACAFIC 

War is a major cause of displacement and refugees around the world. Several notable conflicts include the War in Afghanistan 

and the Sri Lankan civil war. Other struggles in the Asia Pacific region include the East Timorese Independence, War in Iraq and 

the former Khmer Rouge regimes. As of lately, most of the refugees entering Australian territories have been from the worn torn 

areas of Afghanistan and Sri Lanka.  

It should be noted that even before the start of the War in Afghanistan, many refugees had sought asylum in foreign countries 

to flee the Taliban’s oppressive governance. The overthrow of the Taliban by the American and Allied forces in operation 

Enduring Freedom brought a new cycle of violence for the people of Afghanistan. To this day, many Afghans still face the 

constant fear of persecution and intimidation from the insurgent Taliban militants. According to recent reports, Afghan refugees 

represent about a quarter of refugees seeking asylum in Australia. 

The Sri Lankan Civil War was fought in of Sri Lanka, from 1983, between the government and LTTE Tamil Tiger rebels. After a 30 

year long military campaign, the Sri Lankan military defeated the Tamil Tigers in May 2009. The LTTE’s militia came at a price to 

the civilian population with frequent raids and bombings around Sri Lanka and in the capital Colombo causing many people to 

escape the country. Nearing the end of the war in 2009, many Sri Lankans fled to ‘safe zones’ or camps run by the Sri Lankan 

government. Many civilians were unable to access government protection and had to flee by boat to India and other countries. 

There are over a quarter of a million IDPs living in squalid conditions in government camps in Sri Lanka. 

WAR IN AFGANISTAN 

The continuous fighting between coalition and insurgent forces in Afghanistan has made everyday life very difficult for ordinary 

civilians. Since the invasion and toppling of the Taliban regime in 2002, the US government and military has frequently bombed 

villages and infrastructure, claiming that insurgents were using these positions to launch attacks on coalition soldiers. As a result 

many innocent civilians have been killed and countless more wounded. An American officer described the use of cluster bombs 

in Afghanistan; "A 2,000 lb. bomb, no matter where you drop it, is a significant emotional event for anyone within a square mile." 
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Both international and local media have reported that bombings and military attacks within or near residential areas were 

common and news reports regularly provide details of; "a US bomb flattened a flimsy mud-brick home in Kabul on Sunday 

blowing apart seven children as they ate breakfast with their father. The blast shattered a neighbour's house killing another two 

children …..the houses were in a residential area called Qalaye Khatir near a hill where the hard-line Taliban militia had placed an 

anti-aircraft gun." While the Pentagon continues to deny that air attacks and military operations have ventured into civilian 

areas, the United Nations has reported that over two-thirds of the populations in Afghanistan’s three major cities have fled as 

refugees. Many schools have closed due to the fighting along with many businesses, leading to high unemployment. The number 

of children fleeing Afghanistan should be underestimated with about one in five Afghan refugees arriving illegally by boat in 

Australia to be under the age of 18. "A lot of people died and many were injured. About 200 or 300 houses were damaged." To 

this day, the conflict in Afghanistan continues to be a bloody struggle with no real end in sight. Until there is a proper resolution, 

the Afghan people will continue to suffer and escape their homeland. 

SRI LANKAN CIVIL WAR 

Civil unrest broke out shortly after the newly formed Sri Lanka government was granted independence from Britain. The 

government passed a law that stated only the majority Sinhalese language would be used as the official and national language. 

This move led to riots by the Tamil people and the eventual formation of the LTTE Tamil Tigers in the 1970s, a separatist 

organization seeking to found a separate Tamil state. The Sri Lankan people suffered many mass massacres and violent 

bombings throughout farms, towns and cities. The LTTE Tamil Tigers have been found to be oppressors of many Tamils, 

hindering them from expressing their voices. As the fighting between government and the Tamil rebels dragged on, many 

civilians were forced to leave their homes and were also killed in the crossfire. Even though there have been repeated attempts 

at negations and mediation by countries such as Norway, the bitter struggle further strained the stability of the country and left 

the people of Sri Lanka even at risk. In late 2008, Sri Lankan government soldiers began a campaign that resulted in the defeat of 

the LTTE Tamil Tiger rebels. This however was at a great humanitarian cost as many civilians trapped by the fighting could not 

find refuge. In the last stages of the conflict, it has been alleged that the LTTE Tamil Tiger rebels had been using civilians as 

human shields. In a statement from the UN Security Council "strongly condemned the LTTE for its continued use of civilians as 

human shields and acknowledged the legitimate right of the Government of Sri Lanka to combat terrorism”. After the 

government successfully defeated the rebels on the 17
th

 May 2009, ending over three decades of deadly fighting, the true cost 

of the war had finally begun to emerge. Millions of innocent civilians were robustly affected by the civil war with over many still 

unable to return to their homes in fear of ethic division and a lack of services. 

PEOPLE SMUGGLING IS RISKY 

In late 2001, the merchant ship Tampa responded to an Australian surveillance report of a sinking vessel near Christmas Island. 

On board the sinking ship was 433 people from Afghanistan seeking asylum in Australia. The captain of the Tampa rescued the 

refugees and attempted to deliver them to Christmas Island to be processed. But this was refused by the Australian government 

under the Howard administration. The government sent the 433 refugees to Nauru which many of the refugees were later 

accepted into New Zealand. Later reports confirmed that there were 37 unaccompanied teenagers like all of the other refugees 

were fleeing from the Taliban regime in Afghanistan and hoped to and safety in Australia. 

AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT AND REFUGEES 

Refugees wanting to enter Australia must apply from outside Australia.  Processing of these claims takes a minimum of 18 

months.  Labor Government in 1992 introduced a policy of mandatory detention. In 2000, the Howard government developed 

special detention centres to house a large increase in unauthorised arrivals, both on the mainland and offshore, after it had 

removed some Australian islands and territories from the legal migration zone where refugees could apply for protection visas. 

Men, women and children are detained in prison like conditions with their lives in limbo with minimal governmental assistance. 

Amnesty International claims that Australia was in breach of its human rights obligations under international law, and the 

Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission for its policy of mandatory detention of children. 

The Australian government has constructed several detention facilities in and outside of Australia including Christmas Island, 

Nauru, Port Headland in Western Australia, and Villawood in Sydney and centres in Indonesia as part of the ‘Pacific Solution’. 
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Detention centres, or Immigration Reception and Processing Centres (IRPCs) have been contracted out to Australian 

Correctional Services Pty. Ltd. who is responsible for security, accommodation, catering, health care, and educational and 

welfare facilities within the centres.  Detainees are not permitted access to newspapers, radio, television or telephone services. 

APPLYING FOR PROTECTION 

Many refugees cannot afford or find it too dangerous to visit an official Australian government representative to apply for a 

protection visa. Refugees that hold protection visas arrive by air whilst illegal immigrants (from Iraq, Afghanistan, Iran and Sri 

Lanka) tend to come by boat. Indonesian fishermen are frequently jailed for assisting people smugglers coming to Australia. For 

many refugees who arrive by sea, they are usually transferred to an offshore processing facility or detention centre where they 

wait sometime indefinitely for their asylum claims to be processed. The Howard government’s Temporary Protection Visa (TPV) 

system has been abolished in 2004. Refugees outside Australia are assessed for eligibility for a humanitarian protection using 

the following criteria: 

 the extent of persecution or discrimination to which the applicant is subject in their home country  

 the extent of the applicant’s link with Australia  

 whether or not there is any appropriate country accessible, other than Australia, that can provide for the applicant’s 

settlement and shelter from discrimination  

 the ability of the Australian society to provide for the lasting settlement of persons such as the candidate in Australia. 

The Australian government provides: 

Refugee Visas for people who are subject to persecution in their home country and are in need of resettlement. Most of these 

people carry a referral from the UNHCR.  

In-country Special Humanitarian Program Visa is granted to those still living in their home country and are being persecuted in 

their native country.  

Global Special Humanitarian Program Visa does not apply to outright refugees, but to those who suffer substantial 

discrimination and human rights abuses in their home country. 

There are several other humanitarian visa categories including the: Special Humanitarian Program (SHP), Emergency Rescue 

Visa, and the Women at Risk visa. 

The wait for refugee status and for asylum claims to be approved can be a very tedious process leaving many refugees in limbo 

without a real home. 

THE REFUGEE JOURNEY 

Refugees encounter many risky situations on their passage to safety including: 

 running in fear of being murdered 

 being bombed and shot 

 facing violence including rape and torture 

 attack by pirates and travelling in un-sea worthy vessels 

 the need to bribe officials or guards 

 left in hazardous locations with little supplies 

WHY REFUGEES FLEE THEIR COUNTRIES? 

Most refugees just want to go home. As arguments turn into armed struggles, the level of stability of a country or particular 

place usually declines. In many cases it is the normal citizens who pay the price for conflict. Persecution is also a major factor of 

refugees leaving their homes. In Afghanistan, the Taliban are responsibly for constant abuse of women. Ethic minorities such as 

the Hazara Afghans are also regularly persecuted because of their Shiite beliefs. The U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees 

spokesman Peter Kessler "Clearly the Hazaras and other minority groups have been victims of massacres over the last years, but 

there are also reports of Hazara exactions on Taliban prisoners they have taken.” Many refugees have told foreign media that 
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they want to escape from the Taliban’s brutal murders and torture. The air attacks and landmines in Afghanistan make it difficult 

for people to gather enough food from their agricultural lands. The UN World Food program and other aid agencies are working 

in the country to help civilians survive in the war zone. This is a brief recount from an Afghan boy, “The Taliban took all the 

young men including me in their trucks to an old fort outside the village. They told us that unless we joined their army they would 

beat us. The Taliban had just killed my father – I refused to join their army. So they beat me and kicked me and kept me in the 

fort. I don’t know how long I was there.” The lack of infrastructure during wars is another reason why many people are forced to 

leave their homes. The people who remain face uncertainty of where the next meal is going to come from or whether they will 

be hit in the cross fire. “Every day we could hear the bombs dropping across the border near our homes. But we waited close by 

for the first opportunity to go home when the bombs stopped. We wanted to return home as soon as possible, in time for the 

next planting season, we did not want our farms to be ruined. Things became very bad in the temporary camp on the border, but 

we only agreed to be moved to the new campsite when UNHCR promised that buses take us home the moment the bombing 

stopped. They finally understood that we only wanted to go home. We did not want to stay in a foreign land.” 

REFUGEE ISSUES 

Refugees fleeing their countries are a process of human geography. There is widespread concern about refugees and their 

welfare from in the refugee camps to processing as asylum seekers. Life in a refugee camp is often boring and dangerous as 

there is little medical care, education, or food. Many children like many of the other refugees living in camps or detention 

centres face an uncertain future. A lot of people had fled their countries in which they thought would be better opportunity in 

Australia. Detention centres are built like high security prison compounds. Most refugees who came to Australia were normal 

citizens in their home countries were shocked with the prison like treatment. Families were often separated leading to much 

despair. Many asylum seekers attempted hunger strike and self harm. “We find people in these detention centres, which are in 

utter despair, desperate people do desperate things” (Chris Sidoti, Human Rights Council of Australia). Advocacy organisations 

such as Amnesty International question whether the policy of mandatory detention is a humane way of treating refugees. There 

are frequent allegations of mistreatment within camps. A significant number of refugees suffer untreated mental and physical 

illnesses. The detention of children is a controversial talking point in the Australian government’s policies. 

UNHCR (UNITED NATIONS HIGH COMMISSION FOR REFUGEES) 

The United Nations High Commission for Refugees is a brand of the UN which deals with refugees, claims for asylum and 

resettlement projects. If a country is not under any international refugee treaties or is unable to deal with the refugees than the 

responsibility is place onto the UNHCR. Afghans topped the list of asylum applicants, with 26,800 submissions, representing a 45 

per cent increase in 2008-09. Afghan asylum-seekers are now, for the first time since 2001, the make up the largest group 

seeking asylum in industrialised countries. “In 2009, Afghans replaced Sri Lankans as the second largest group of asylum-seekers 

arriving in Australia, with the largest group remaining the Chinese, most of whom arrive by air.” (UNHCR)  The position of the 

UNHCR is that “It is our strong conviction that the opportunity exists for states, along with UNHCR and other partners, to work 

together to improve the quality of protection available to asylum-seekers and refugees in the region and to address the root 

causes of conflict and instability.” The UNHCR is involved with the Australian detention facility in Nauru. 

THE HEREOC REPORT 

In May 2004, the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission released a report that was highly critical of the 

government’s mandatory detention of refugees especially focusing on children. The report which was released in parliament 

found that the immigration was allowing children to be abused. Its findings which were mainly ignored by the Howard 

government laid moral and legal responsibility at the door of the Australian government. 

UNIVERSITY OF MELBOURNE REASEARCH 

Researchers from Melbourne University found the mental health of detainees in Melbourne’s Maribyrnong Immigration 

Detention centre to be much worse than those outside the centre suffering from uncertain status. Psychiatry Professor Pat 

McGorry conducted studies and concluded that the levels of depression, stress and trauma are nearly four times higher than the 

normal averages. He believes that it is time to abolish mandatory detention for asylum seekers. 70% of Sri Lankans surveyed and 

assessed in the Maribyrnong centre have been severely tortured on multiple occasions. 



© www.roydonng.com  

PEOPLE SMUGGLING 

People smugglers or traffickers are individuals or groups who help others illegally enter a country’s territories. People smugglers 

have been found to operate using the sea as well as the air. The ‘Migration Act’ (1958, Commonwealth) states that illegal 

immigration and people smuggling is a criminal offence. Refugees constantly use people smugglers to flee persecution with 

some people seeking to opportunities in other countries. The people smugglers often force refugees to work under harsh 

conditions just to repay their loans. 


