STRENGTH AND KINDNESS
Newsletter of Brigidine Asylum Seekers Project

/\\) (Under the auspices of the Brigidine Justice Community)

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

| was a stranger and you made The Project aims to:
me welcome ... * provide hospitality and practical support for asylum seekers
* actively network with likeminded individuals and groups whp
are working for justice for asylum seekers
Newsletter 49, April 2010 ¢ promote advocacy for the rights of asylum seekers

What Australia needs is principled and intelligent

decisionmaking on asylum seeker§Ve believe this is
not happening. Instead, the reasons for the latest pdlicy
changes and directions seem to have been inspired by
the fact that refugees are unpopular in certain parts pf
the electorate.

Bi |l | H a y @ donated tb thewPoojedt a few yeals
ago- is a graphic reminder of the way people can be
used for political ends, in this case Dr Haneef.

The whole issue of people needing security is a
humanitarian one and we need a humanitarian respdgnse.
The rhetoric about asylum seekers flooding the counfry

is both unreal and inhumane.
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Australia receives just 1.6% of asylum seekers who seek refuge in the Industrialized world.

The federal government should tell the public why unauthorised entries are likely to

continue and provide reassurance that arrivals can be managed in a humane and reasonable
manner.

Please note the invitation on the next page to our discussionl

night on next Wednesday

We need to get as much correct information about the presen
direction of the government as

This is an opportunity to gather with like minded people to
hear an expert opinion and make a difference in the coming

months to the way we treat very vulnerable people.

| DON'TJUST svmx‘j\ a

WITH THE POLITICAL |
BREEZE, Yo KNOW. ..
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Brigidine Asyl um Seeker
Discussion Night 2 - 2010

Thursday 13 ™ May
7.30 T 9.30 p.m.

52 Beaconsfield Parade, Albert Park
(Enter by Foote St)
RSVP: 9696 2107

The focus for the first part of this evening will be:
Asylum Seekers, distressing changes in policy.

Our guest speaker will be Marc Purcell.

Marc Purcell commenced as Executive Director of the
Australian Council for International Development (ACFID) in
2009. ACFID represents 70 Australian not -for - profit aid and
development organisations. Before joining ACFID, Marc was

previously the Executive Officer with the Catholic Commission
for Justice Development and Peace and worked on refugee
detention reform and building social movements. Marc has
also worked for UNHCR in Nepal. Between 1995 and 1998,
Marc was the Human Rights Policy Officer with the then
Australian Council for Overseas Aid, now ACFID.

As well , time will also be set aside to put our minds once again
to the matter of beeadydefectitbns yearo

Atthe end , there will an update on BASP activities and a
chance to ask questions about BASP and associated issues.

After the more formal part of the evening, time will be allowed
for supper and informal conversation.

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

)



COULDNOT AUSTRALI A DO SOMETHI NG

Not all people hate boat people and asylum seekers .. and want to push boats back

L1

A boat carrying woulebe immigrants is
seen off the coast of Italy in this 2008 filg
photo: One ltalian village is welcoming
refugees in a bid to reverse its economid
decline.

An Italian village is hoping to reverse its

population decline by welcoming

refugees from around the world. The

immigrants get free room and board
and are expected to work and learn

| Italian in return. The project is proving

highly successful- but the local Mafia

aren't happy.

Domenico Lucano, a 5¢earold man, is the mayor of Riace, Italy. The village&vith its three churches, two
patron saints, sheep grazing on the surrounding hillsides and tangerine trees growing in the igliley s
corn on the sole of the foot of the Calabria region.

Until recently, Riace was rapidly becoming a ghost town. People had left to find their luck elsewhere
Milan, Turin or Genoa, in Germany or the United States. Riace's population had shrunk so drastically t
village didn't even have a bar, a restaurant or a butcher's shop, and there weren't enough children to fi

nat the
| classes

in the school. That was before Mayor Lucano decided to revive his village: with immigrants from Soma}ia,

Eritrea, Afghanistan, Bosnia, Irag and Lebanon.

It all began with a ship. The boat arrived 12 years ago, on July 1, 1998. Lucano, who was a teacher at
was driving along the coastal road when he saw a large group of people wading toward the shore. Thq
Kurdish refugees, 300 men and women, and a few children, stranded on a beach near his native villag
It was the same spot where two bronze statues had been found under the sea in 1972, putting Riace g
For Lucano, it was a sign. "The wind has brought us a special cargo, and who are we to turn it away?"
Greeks once sailed across the Mediterranean to Calabria, followed by the Arabs and the Namdamsw
the refugees were coming.

Global Village

Lucano welcomed the Kurds into his village, earning him the nickname "Mimmao the Kurd". Other refug
followed, the flotsam of wars and poverty around the world. He decided to create a place where the re
and local inhabitants could work and live sldeside-- a global village, in the poorest corner of one of Ital
poorest regions, a land of shattered dreams. He established an association and gave it an ambitious n
Futura ("City of the Future").

Europe's population is shrinking, and Italy now has one of the lowest birthrates on the continent. Lucano

believes that he may have found a way to bring growth to Europe once again. His approach is to reset
refugees in places where the population is shrinking. He reasons that in areas where the population is
in decline, fears of overpopulation are less likely to surface.

Lucano set up his office in the Palazzo Pinnaro, an extravagant name for an ordinary house. Even tho
has been mayor for the past six years, Lucano still works in the same office at his worn wooden desk,
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surrounded by maps of the world, a pastel drawing of Che Guevara and a poster depicting Mexican Zapatista
rebels. He is a small man with big dreams and a favorite word: utopia. He is not a member of any politigal party,
and when he ran for office, his campaign was based on nothing but a simple idea: The poorest of the pgor wouls
save Riace and, in return, Riace would save them. He won the election.
Since then, Lucano has accommodated refugees in empty houses in the medieval village center, wherd they are
given free room and board, electricity included. In return, they are expected to learn Italian and work. The
women make handicrafts and the men renovate houses that are then rented out to tourists.
Helen from Ethiopia, eight months' pregnhant when she arrived by boat, weaves Calabrian fabrics out offhigh
guality wool. Mohammed from Iraq, persecuted by the Mahdi militias, now sells kebabs and works in
construction. Shukri, a petite Somali woman, is 23 but looks 13, and has two children. She works as a
glassblower, making glass butterflies.

Reversing Decline
There are now 220 immigrants living in Riace as well as the 1,600 Riacesi, as the village residents are ¢alled.
The mayor hopes that the population will eventually return to its previous level of 3,000 people. The ney
residents are opening shops and sending their children to the local school, and tourists are now coming|to Riace
to buy the handicrafts they make. "A place that people were once leaving has now become a place of
welcoming," Lucano says proudly.

A few weeks ago, when African fruit pickers, wWho
villagers responded by shooting at them and beating them with metal bars. After the incident, Lucano s4id in a
television interview that Riace would welcome the immigrants. A short time later, three young men from
Guinea, hardly more than boys, showed up at his door, one with a gunshot wound in his hip. Lucano explained
the rules to the Guineans: They would receive |U2
boys were stunned. It seemed like a miracle.
It does sound almost too good to be true, but the concept seems to work. Lucano has won over the oldér people
in the village, who were afraid of the immigrants, and the young people, who were worried that they wolld take
away their jobs. Citta Futura is already the biggest employer in the village, both for refugees and local rg¢sidents.

Mafia Reaction
There is one group, however, that doesn't like the fact that it no longer calls the shots or is able to colle¢t money
in Riace: the Calabrian Mafia. Its thugs poisoned Lucano's three dogs and fired two bullets into the doof of the
Donna Rosa tavern. But for Lucano, it is a compliment, a sign that he has done his job well. Two neighljoring
villages have already adopted Lucano's approach, and the regional government in Calabria enacted a Igw that
will allow even more villages to follow suit. Politicians are making pilgrimages to Riace, and last fall Gerfnan
filmmaker Wim Wenders even paid a visit to the village.

Wenders had intended to make a film about boat refugees, but it ended up beimmat2ysemi
documentary, sentilollywood film, shot in 3D, mostly about Riace and its new residents. The film is callep "Il
Volo" ("The Flight").
A short time later, Wenders gave a speech in Berlin, where celebrations to commemorate the 20th anniyversary
of the fall of the Berlin Wall had just ended. "The true utopia is not the fall of the Wall, but what has been
achieved in Calabria, in Riace," he said.
Lucano had the Wenders quote printed on his New Year's cards, which he sent around the world. He hgpes tha
the miracle of Riace will spread elsewhere.

Translated for AFP from the German by Christopher Sultan




The young ......

Forty-four per cent of refugees and asylurseekers worldwide are children below
the age of 18. y 40
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Have you had the experience of viewing on television a sea of desperate refuge" ‘& E/&_
not been able to get the images out of your mind? When these pictures are of children

and young people, the impact can be greater. We find ourselves thinking: surely children should be able to
safe.

Even when we know Il ittle of the countryods

demanding the whereabouts of families not strictly adhering to the law or the Sri Lankan army
= dragging away people they claim are Tamil Tiger sympathisers, we have some sense of the t
the whole situation. This is particularly so when we see children and young people looking te
AF_ and hurt. We read stories likéne Kite Runneby Khal ed Hos s e Whatis tler
g% \Whatand we know that the experiences of these young people are outside our ken.

But some of our Australian asylum seekers and refugees have had just these experiendiesever ceases to
amaze many of us who can enter just a little into the lives of the young who make it to the safety of Australig
how resilient and strong they are. We are asking them to be grown up and decision makers and when only
short years before they were like other children playing in their village streets. We encourage them to be hg
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displaced people are feeling. Whether it is the communist tanks rolling into Saigon, or the Tajiban
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Maybe their father actually did escape and is somewhere that the Red Cross can trace. And then at times e see

them as little more than childrértrying to forget everything and just blessedly séedpr as long as they can.

The faces of the young.
. A twenty two year ol d woman from Somalia trie

S

visitors at Maribyrnong Immigration Detention Centre. She is beginning to show the usual signs of deI]ressi(

as the time goes on and she remains in limbo about her future. Someone asks her about the food at
She says, fil dondédt care about food. I can ea

. A young seventeen year old asks tentatively,
head is not good. | keep thinking about find
get better again. o

. A young twenty three year old man who went back to Africa to rescue his wife, his brother andibrothe
|l aw, says on the day of his return, Al want t

to be safe. 0

. A twenty year old man savours his birthday.

e Ce

History is usually baffling for the young but many of the young asylum seekers we meet have an incredible §ense

history and where things have gone wrong for their country, their tribe, their family, themselves.
This is good because the stories of how they suffered, lost their homes, their loved ones and how they actua
succeeded to find life again in spite of everything will be told in the future. And their stories must be heard.
only light we have against the darkness.
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A curly question Mr Abbott?

On the Easter Monday edition of the ABC television Q&A, a member of the audience as
the Leader of the Opposition, Tony Abbott, what he thought Jesus would do about asyl
seekers coming to Australia? Abbott looked fairly uncomfortable and after a few remar

about not being Mother Teresa and so on he s ahed

di dnét say yes to everyoneo.

A version of the text that Abbott is referring to is:

They came to Jerusalem, and he went into the temple complex and began to throw out those buying and sell
templ e. He overturned the money changersoé tabl e
anyone to carry goods through the temple compl ex}
be called a house of prayer for al (MarkBALt1BIG)Ns? But

What is this text about?

Background: Jesus was outspoken in his denunciation of the ruling institutions of Jewish Palestine, the Temp
the high Priesthood. He was arrested at the initiative of the priestly aristocracy and he was executed by the |
as a potentially dangerous popular |l eader. The
Part of being a subject people was that the Romans demanded tribute and ntoliefous the people. Some of
the money gathered was used by | ocal authorities
were kept permanently poor by the taxes, tithes and tributes. The effects of the imperial exploitation was to b
down the traditional social infrastructure on which the society was based. The whole economy became more
on money and with taxes that had to be paid this led to a rising indebtedness of the peasants who then lost tf
and that was the basis for their economic subsistence. So village life began to brealaddviormerly proud
peasants became sharecroppers, day labourers or simply vagabonds. So the Galilee portrayed in the gospe
of the very rich and the very poor. The taxes were collected by the Temple which acted as both the civil and
religious authority.

So what did Jesus do?

He makes a scene in the temple in a way that will be understood by the people. He calls for an end to the wh
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system of the time because it represented the concrete mechanisms of oppression within a political system that

doubly exploited the poor and the unclean. Not only were they considered second class citizens, but the cult
them to make reparation through sacrifices for their inferior siafiesn which those in power profited.

Then he forbade anyone to carry goods (actually the word was vessel or item needed for the cult) through thé
This effectively would have shut down the operations of the temple. His listeners would have recognized tha
saying the temple is supposed to be inclusive and a place of community, especially accessible to outsiders.
made it a den of thievésit is the temple itself that robs the poor.

Jesus attacks what is happening not because things are being bought and sold in the temple. In fact the JerTsaIe

temple was fundamentally an economic institution and it dominated the commercial life of the city. Itis the ru
class interests in control of the commercial enterprises that Jesus is attacking. The poor could not afford to b
doves and the rich were profiting at their expense.

So Abbottdés conclusions about the scene in the t

which is that Jesus was on the side of the poor and oppressed and incensed by the injustices practiced by th
rich and influential. We can therefore conclude Jesus would look after vulnerable asylum seekers and mayhbé¢
would gate crash a parliamentary session to call the leaders to account!

oblig

b tem
he v
You |

ing
uy th

m

>0 (D




People smugglers: entrepreneurs, demons or people willing to risk all to help?

Latest legislation

The Labor government unveiled acalled antipeople smuggling bill on February 23 that sets draconian jail terms
up to 20 yeai® more than for some murder convictiéngr anyone who helps asylum seekers sail to Australia. Th
term fAipeople smugglingodo was invented

all those involved in organising or crewing refugee boats.
People smugglers have become the | at ¢
earth' and consigned them to 'rot in hell'. Although most peplegyglers are motivate
by making some money rather than compassion and sometimes put their clients' li

risk, there are many worse crimes. Indeed many of those who bring asylum seeke

Many of these Indonesians have had their livelihood lost as a result of Australian
regulations.

So it seems crude, if not erroneous, to cast all pesplegglers as despicable villains. Not everyone involved in the

activity is a member of a sophisticated multinational criminal ring. Pesspleggling syndicates are just as likely to b¢

loose networks of people linked by ethnic or familial ties; many resembleybadloperations.

Moreover, there will be occasions when the ends justify the means. Consider the equivalent efinpegglers who
operated in Nazi Germany and Nazicupied Europe. We have been used to regarding the gentile neighbours wh
helped Jews avoid Auschwitz as heroes.

The problem with people smugglers appears to be that they are bringing people other than us to cinvathmitan
invitation! This concerns the ability to think of people otherwise different from ourselves as nonetheless within t
range of "us". Where we are capable of such imagination, the morality of {mmopdgyling starts to appear less black
and white and decidedly more grey.

If Australia presents a compassionate face to the world, if we present ourselves as a peaceful, democratic, tole
harmonious, economically successful nation that upholds the universal values of human rights, then why are wg
surprised when desperate people around the world take us at our word and seek our compassion? Why are we
that they are also seeking a chance to get a job to earn some money and educate their kids?

A simple fact is that if there were easy ways for people to apply for protection and move in an orderly way to a
country there would be little or no call on people smugglers. The more we make it difficult to move to another ¢
in search of safety and freedom from persecution the more we fuel the people smuggling trade.

border control issues. Our Prime Minister called them 'evil' and 'vile' and 'scum of re

towards Australia and usually end up near Ashmore Reef are Indonesian fishermeg.
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Most asylum seekers resorting to illegal entry are desperate people seeking escape from intolerable situations Ty

whatever means they can find. What they pay people smugglers often represents their life's savings or those o
entire family, or even contributions from entire communities. The asylum seeker then places his or her life in the
of strangers. Legal avenues available to asylum seekers to access protection under the Refugee Convention &
limited and so is help available from the UNHCR in its many ebasder refugee camps. Agencies that do exist arg
chronically underfunded, understaffed and at times open to corruption at worst or inertia at best. (cont. next pag
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