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18 December 2002

The Hon Philip Ruddock MP

Minister for Immigration and Aboriginal Affairs

Parliament House

Canberra  ACT 2600

Dear Mr Ruddock,

Re Fate of East Timorese Refugees Resident in Australia


The Australian Federation of University Women (AFUW) appeals to you in the strongest possible terms to reconsider your decision that those East Timorese who have been living in Australia under temporary forms of refugee protection must return forthwith to East Timor on the grounds that they no longer risk the forms of persecution that ensured their original refugee status.


While this may be technically true, we believe that this is a case where Australia should act on the precept that “the letter killeth, but the spirit makes free” and that your ministerial discretion to approve their stay on compassionate grounds should be exercised; and exercised promptly, so that these people do not suffer the deprivations involved in going through the lengthy process of the Refugee Tribunal Appeal followed then, if necessary, by an appeal on compassionate grounds.

Recent events have shown all too clearly the political volatility that is leading to social instability among East Timorese disappointed at the slow progress towards economic health in their society.  There can be little doubt that very great hardship would be involved in a forced return at this stage to a country which can not at present guarantee to any extent to provide them with the basic necessities of life—employment, housing, education.  This has been stated by no less an internationally respected figure than Jose Ramos Horta, who has appealed to the Australian government not to enforce the return of these people at the present time.


These people have been in Australia for long periods—in some cases for more than twenty years, and in many for up to ten years in the case of the 1800 who arrived in the years following the infamous Dili massacre.  Despite the often traumatic experiences that they have undergone they have been peaceful and law-abiding. They have worked hard to establish a new life and shown themselves to be capable of making a considerable contribution to Australian society.  They are 
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employed, pay taxes, and receive a low level of social welfare benefits.  The government of the Northern Territory in particular is aware of their value and has added its voice to those urging that on both pragmatic and ethical grounds these people should be allowed to stay.


AFUW has a particular interest in the role of education in ensuring a civil society as well as the well-being, both financial and social, of individuals.  We are particularly concerned at the number of children and young people involved who have been, or are still being, educated in Australia.  Some of these were actually born in Australia, and are surely entitled to our protection.  It would be a particularly cruel act to send these children back to a country which simply cannot provide for the completion of their education, or for employment for those already educated.  


Australia can justly take pride in its role of helping East Timor to become an independent nation.  The job is not complete until that nationhood is a blessing and benefit for its people.  When we are told that the return of those East Timorese currently under Australian protection can only exacerbate existing difficulties, and when we know that this is not to the advantage of the individuals concerned, surely we must reconsider how we can best continue the work begun by our peace-keeping forces, 


Yours Sincerely,


(Dr) Jennifer Strauss


President, Australian Federation of University Women Inc.

cc:  
The Hon John Howard, Prime Minister of Australia


The Hon. Simon Crean, Leader of the Opposition

