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THE GOVERNMENT MUST FOLLOW LABOR'S REFUGEE POLICY 
PLATFORM 

 
By ROBIN ROTHFIELD, NIZZA SIANO 

 
ALP policy states clearly that asylum-seekers should be processed in Australia 
 
LABOR for Refugees congratulates Julia Gillard on her successful negotiations with 
the independents to form a Labor government. 
 
It was a wonderful relief for us that Tony Abbott, who declared he would turn back 
the boats, was not given the opportunity to do so. To those of us who are familiar with 
the case of the St Louis (which left Hamburg in 1939 with 937 Jewish refugees who 
were subsequently denied refuge in Cuba and the US), talk of turning back boats 
comes as a deep shock. 
 
But our relief at Gillard's success in forming government notwithstanding, Labor for 
Refugees is concerned about some policy positions of the Rudd and Gillard 
governments that we hope will not lead to a breach of the commitments made by all 
ALP members (including the Prime Minister) in the form of the party platform. 
The ALP platform is clear. It says (paragraph 157, chapter seven): ``Protection claims 
made in Australia will be assessed by Australians on Australian territory.'' 
 
We have concerns this commitment will be breached by a proposed regional 
processing centre in East Timor. In arguing the case for this centre in a speech to the 
Lowy Institute, Gillard said: ``Why risk a dangerous journey if you will simply be 
returned to the regional processing centre? Arriving by boat would just be a ticket 
back to the regional processing centre.'' 
 
Clearly, any attempt to take people to East Timor who have made claims for 
protection in Australia will breach the platform that all members of the Labor Party 
are obliged to uphold. 
 
It should also be noted that the ALP platform does not confine the meaning of 
``claims made in Australia'' to the migration zone. Paragraph 152 of chapter seven 
requires that non-statutory processing (processing of claims made by persons landing 
on the excised islands) is to occur on Christmas Island. It does not permit or require 
such processing to occur in any third country. 
 
It is noted that a private member's bill is to be introduced into parliament to end 
offshore processing of asylum-seekers. It is to be hoped the opportunity will also be 
taken to end the legal fiction of the excised islands. The Howard government 
introduced this legal fiction to prevent asylum-seekers landing on such islands from 
applying for refugee status. Labor must come to terms with its international 
obligations and repeal this shameful legislation. 
 
Labor for Refugees also congratulates Immigration Minister Chris Bowen for his 
announcement of the resumption on the processing of Afghan asylum-seekers but 



expresses its concern at the minister's statement that the rejection rate for Afghans is 
expected to increase. How can he say this in advance of decisions based on the merits 
of each case? 
 
Noting that the number of people in detention was 4670, including 628 children, as at 
August 27, Labor for Refugees reminds the minister of the following points of 
paragraph 165 of chapter seven of the ALP platform: 
 
* Children . . . and where possible, their families, will not be detained in an 
immigration detention centre. 
 
* Detention in immigration detention centres is only to be used as a last resort and for 
the shortest practicable time. 
 
The clear outcome of the election is that the people want political parties to say what 
they mean and mean what they say. The ALP national platform was a promise by our 
party to the people and we do not want to see any attempt to step away from those 
promises. 
 
The public is underestimated by the spin doctors. People will respect a party that 
honours its commitments even if they disagree with those commitments. 
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