
This report was contributed by Steve Cilia, Aus-
tralia Asia Worker Links. 

Political and Economic Update

T he year 2003 was politically dominated by
the war in Iraq and the Australian govern-
ment’s decision to join the US-led inva-
sion. While the conservative government

of John Howard endured heightened criticism over
Australia’s participation in the war, it weathered the
storm on the back of continued economic growth.
In the wake of the terrorist attacks in Bali, where 88
Australians were killed in October 2002, national
security was presented as a major issue confronting
Australian society. Under the rubric of border pro-
tection, the government was able to garner broad
support for the continued mistreatment of refugees
although a growing layer of opposition to these
policies also gained a wide hearing. Whilst the
opposition Labor Party opposed the war in Iraq, the

principle of border protection received bipartisan
support. Parliamentary opposition to the govern-
ment’s stand on refugees was mostly left to the
Australian Greens, which has grown to be the third
party in Australian politics.

Over the course of 2003 the Australian economy
grew by 3.7%. Twelve consecutive years of economic
growth has seen unemployment decrease to 5.6%, its
lowest level in 22 years. Favorable economic condi-
tions have generally created a positive environment
for migrants, but not everyone has shared in the gains.
Real wages as a proportion to the overall economy
have decreased to their lowest level in a decade, and
an artificially induced housing boom has pushed
mortgages and household debt to new heights. Addi-
tionally, labor market deregulation, a hostile govern-
ment and a deteriorating institutional environment has
seen trade union density fall to 23% of the workforce.
With 28% of the workforce now engaged in casual
employment, some of the most vulnerable employees
in low paid jobs work in non-unionized industries. A
small but increasing number of these workers now
have their terms of employment governed by individ-
ual contracts, which take precedence over union
negotiated collective agreements.1
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Temporary Protection visa holders march alongside refugee activists on World Refugee Day. Melbourne, June 2003.
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Migration Update

The strong performance of the Australian economy
has allowed the migration intake to rise to its high-
est level since 1992. Immigration arrivals for the
period July 2002 to June 2003 were 108,070 for the
Migration Program, (comprising 40,700 skilled
immigrants and 66,050 family reunion immigrants)
and 12,525 for the Humanitarian Program (com-
prising 4,376 resettlement refugees, 7,280 special
humanitarian refugees and 869 protection visas).2
Since the election of the Howard Government in
1996, the emphasis has shifted from family reunion
to skilled migration and the 2003 intake is no
exception to this.3 In the May budget of 2003, the
Government released its strategic vision for Aus-
tralian multiculturism which drew upon the central
tenets of an earlier document, the 1999 New Agen-
da for Multicultural Australia.4 The focus on
skilled migration is in line with the essence of these
documents, which seek to redefine Australian mul-
ticulturalism to emphasise the civic duty of
migrants and the economic dividends of immigra-
tion above the social justice motive. 

Employment outcomes for new arrivals in Aus-
tralia vary substantially between immigrant cate-
gories. A recent study showed that the unemploy-
ment rate for humanitarian migrants after eighteen
months of residence in Australia was 43%. This
compares with rates of 7% and 13% for skilled and
family reunion migrants respectively. In terms of
the nature of employment, only 3% of humanitarian
migrants were engaged in skilled work after 18
months of residence compared with 55% for skilled
migrants. With an average weekly income of AUD
204 per week, compared with AUD 730 for skilled

migrants, humanitarian migrants are typically
employed in low waged jobs where they are
extremely vulnerable to exploitation.5 A large num-
ber of migrant women work as outworkers in the
clothing industry.6

The difficulties facing humanitarian migrants in
general are compounded for onshore protection visa
applicants, i.e. refugees who apply for asylum after
entering Australia. This aspect of the government’s
immigration policy has been attacked by numerous
human rights organizations and continues to remain
a source of immense controversy.

Policies of long-term mandatory detention of
asylum seekers, forced deportation of unsuccessful
applicants and conditional, temporary protection for
successful applicants remain in force. 2003 saw the
closing of the notorious Woomera detention centre
and the scaling back of the Port Hedland centre.
Most asylum seekers are now detained in the pur-
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Refugees at Port Hedland detention center. July, 2003.

Category 1999-00 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 2003-04 planning levels 

Note: ** = In addition, there is a contingency reserve for Parent categories, totalling 6,500. 
Source: Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs

Total Family 32,000 33,470 38,080 40,790 40,600 (est) 

Total Skill 35,333 44,470 53,520 66,050 63,300 (est) 

Special Eligibility 2,850 2,420 1,480 1,230 1,100 (est) 

Total Program 70,200 80,610 93,080 108,070 100,000-110,000 (est)** 

MIGRANT PROGRAM STATISTICS BY CATEGORY: 1999-00 TO 2003-04 
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2003
December 2002 - January 2003
Refugees in Baxter, Woomera, Port
Hedland and Villawood detention
centres conduct simultaneous
protests by setting fire to facilities.
Protests also occur on Nauru
detention centre. Refugee activists in
Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide and
Canberra stage solidarity protests.

February
RMIT University offers scholarships
to temporary protection and bridging
visa holders in opposition to
government policy.

(14 -16) Over half a million
Australians take to the streets to
protest against the war on Iraq.

(20) Armed federal police and
immigration officers conduct raid on
building site in Melbourne, detaining
all workers of Asian appearance. 18
people were taken to Maribyrnong
detention centre and later deported.
The Victorian Trades Hall Council
and Construction, Forestry, Mining
and Energy Union condemn the raid.

March
Refugee Review Tribunal
systematically rejects applications
for asylum by East Timorese
refugees, some of whom have been
living in the community for up to 10
years. East Timorese asylum seekers
now face deportation.

(12) Immigration Minister Phillip
Ruddock announces the closure of
the Woomera detention centre, with

all detainees to be transferred to the
high security facility at Baxter.
Ruddock also states that he has
signed a “confidential”
Memorandum of Understanding
(MOU) with Iran making
arrangements for forced return of
detainees to that country.

(18) Prime Minister John Howard
announces that Australia will join
the US-led war on Iraq in response
to a phone call from George Bush.
The opposition Labor Party opposes
the war. 

April
(15) The Federal Court rules that the
Australian Government does not
have the power to detain refugees
indefinitely. As a consequence of this
decision, the Federal Court orders
the release of six detainees on 17
April. The Government subsequently
appeals the ruling in the High Court
and the decision is overturned. 

(18 – 20) Refugee activists from
around Australia converge on the
Baxter detention centre for an Easter
protest.

(29) Iranians in the Baxter detention
centre are told by the Immigration
Department that they have 28 days to
voluntarily return to Iran or they will
be forcibly deported. 

May 
(14) Refugee activists picket the
Department of Immigration in
Melbourne to protest the likely
deportation of Iranian asylum

seekers in Baxter Detention Centre.

June
(3) After nearly a decade of waiting,
379 of the 1800 East Timorese
asylum seekers are granted
permanent residency.

Australian Federal Police raid the
homes of 10 Iranian Australians,
confiscating computers, diaries,
books, papers, photos and cheque
books. 

(19) The full bench of the Family
Court rules that it has jurisdiction
over children held in immigration
detention, and could make a ruling to
release them if it was deemed
harmful to their psychological well-
being. The court also adds that
detention of children breaches
Australia's obligations under UN
conventions and is “probably
unlawful”. The Government
subsequently appeals the ruling in
the High Court, arguing that the
Family court has no jurisdiction in
such matters. The High Court appeal
is successful. 

(20 – 21) Up to 5,000 people rally in
Melbourne, Sydney, Canberra,
Brisbane and Hobart on World
Refugee Day to protest against
mandatory detention and
deportations.

July
(17 – 20) Refugee supporters in
Perth, including two Greens MPs,
protest outside Port Hedland
Detention Centre. Activists in

Australia Significant                            
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Sydney organize protests outside the
home of the Minister for
Immigration, Phillip Ruddock.

(28) Immigration Department
announces that the Manus Island
Detention Centre on Papua New
Guinea will be closing. A solitary
refugee remains interred on Manus
and will continue to be held there for
the remainder of the year. 

August 
(7) High court rules that the
Australian Industrial Relations
Commission has jurisdiction over
foreign ships carrying Australian
domestic cargo, thus subjecting
foreign crew to terms and conditions
negotiated by the Maritime Union of
Australia.

(28) Immigration Minister Ruddock
extends the scope of Temporary
Protection Visas to include all those
applying for asylum in Australia,
including those arriving with valid
travel documents. This regulation is
disallowed by the Senate when it
meets on 8 October but remains in
force for those who applied for
asylum between 28 August and 8
October.

(29) Rallies are held in Melbourne,
Sydney and Canberra to mark the
second anniversary of the Tampa
incident.

October
(13) The Joint Standing Committee
on Foreign Affairs, Defence and
Trade Human Rights Sub-Committee

present a statement to parliament on
the subcommittee’s recent activities
concerning conditions within
immigration detention centres and
the treatment of detainees. The
statement expresses concerns over
the housing of children in
“inappropriate detention facilities”.

(22 – 23) 10,000 people rally in
Sydney, Melbourne and Canberra to
protest the visit of US President
George W Bush.

November
(4) 14 Turkish Kurds land on
Melville Island off Australia's North
Coast claiming asylum. The
Government responds immediately
by excising another 4,000 islands
from Australia's migration zone. The
legislation is retroactive and hence
the government claims that the
asylum seekers are not eligible for
refugee determination. The 14
refugees are forced back into their
fishing boat and towed back to
Indonesia by a naval vessel.

December
(10) 45 refugees at the Nauru
Detention Centre begin a hunger
strike on International Human Rights
Day. Some protest by stitching their
lips together.

2004
January
(8) Hunger strikers incarcerated in
Nauru detention camp suspend their
strike after the Nauruan government
announced its intention to allow
doctors to visit the detention camp.

After talks with the Australian
government, however, the Nauruan
government withdraws its offer.

February
Race riots leave 40 officers injured
and a train station in Redfern district
of Sydney damaged.  The riots were
set off by the death of an Aboriginal
teenager purportedly being chased by
police officers. 

March
(5) Australia and Nauru sign the
third MOU between the two
countries, which, among other terms,
continues to allow Australia to detain
asylum seekers on Nauru.

May
(13) Australia’s parliament tables a
report by its Human Rights and
Equal Opportunity Commission
(HREOC) which found that the
mandatory detention of refugee
children was inhumane, violated the
UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child, and called for the children’s
release.

June
Australia’s detention centre on
Manus Island closes.

*This section was contributed by
AAWL, with additional information
sourced from BBC News and
Scalabrini Asian Migration News.
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pose-built Baxter detention centre in remote South
Australia, while detention facilities in Sydney, Mel-
bourne and Perth generally house those with visa
compliance problems. Baxter is a high security
facility with segregated compounds, isolation cells,
video surveillance, microwave movement detection
systems, razor wire and a 6,000 Volt electric
perimeter fence. Some refugees have now been
detained for over six years, and cases of mistreat-
ment and severe psychological trauma are widely
reported. As of October 2003, over 400 people
were incarcerated in detention centres in Baxter,
Port Hedland and Christmas Island.

Since the Tampa incident, the navy has contin-
ued to be used to intercept boats carrying asylum
seekers to divert them to Indonesia or to countries

who have agreed to house them in detention centres
built by the Australian government.7 It comes as no
surprise that the only two countries who have
agreed to accept these measures are Nauru and
Papua New Guinea, two impoverished nations that
are heavily reliant on Australian aid and hence
extremely vulnerable to coercion. At the end of
2003, Nauru housed 314 refugees, including 93
children, while a single detainee remained on the
Manus Island facility in Papua New Guinea.8

In addition to offshore detention, the Govern-
ment also passed legislation to excise outlying
islands from Australia’s migration zone so that
refugees could no longer claim asylum on Indian
Ocean territories such as Christmas Island and Ash-
more reef. When fourteen Turkish Kurds landed on
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Protesters outside the Baxter Detention Center near Port Augusta in South Australia.  April, 2003.
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Category 1999-00 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 2003-04 (planning levels)  

Refugee 3,802 3,987 4,160 4,376 4,000 (est) 

Special Humanitarian 3,051 3,116 4,258 7,280 7,000 (est) 

Special Assistance 649 879 40 - - (est) 

Onshore Protection 2,458 5,577 3,885 869 750 (est) 

Safe Haven, Temp 
Humanit Concern 1,980 164 6 3 - (est) 

Total Visa Grants 9,960 13,733 12,349 12,525 12,000 (est)

HUMANITARIAN PROGRAM GRANTS BY CATEGORY: 1999-00 TO 2003-04 

Source: Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs
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Melville Island just off Australia’s north coast on 4
November, the government responded by issuing a
parliamentary regulation that retroactively excised a
further four thousand islands from Australia’s
migration zone. Even though it was later deter-
mined that the refugees had come ashore and
claimed asylum, the government was able to use the
retroactive legislation to force them into their fish-
ing boats to be towed back to Indonesia by a naval
vessel. 

Asylum seekers who are accepted as refugees
and released from detention are only eligible for a
three year Temporary Protection Visa (TPV) and
still cannot claim permanent residency. Introduced
in 1999, ostensibly to provide temporary protection
to Kosovar refugees, its scope has been progressive-
ly broadened to now encompass all asylum
claimants who enter the country without valid doc-
umentation and are deemed by the Immigration
Department to be refugees. All TPV holders must
have their asylum claims reassessed upon expiry of
their first TPV and, if successful, are granted a fur-
ther three years of temporary protection. If their
reassessment claims are not successful due, for
example, to changed circumstances in their country
of origin, they then face deportation. 

TPV holders are denied a range of settlement
services that are normally afforded to all migrants,
including the provision of government sponsored
English language tuition and access to employment
assistance services. They must also pay the full,
overseas student rate for tertiary education and are
unable to hold apprenticeships. Coupled with the
temporary nature of their tenure in Australia, these
factors have severely affected the capacity of TPV
holders to obtain employment. Lack of English lan-
guage proficiency, lack of access to job support net-
works and skill recognition difficulties are regularly
reported.9 Additionally, negative community per-
ceptions and the temporary nature of the visa itself
put TPV holders at a competitive disadvantage
when applying for jobs. Some employers equate the
TPV with other categories of temporary visas, such
as tourist visas, which has led to the mistaken belief
that TPV holders do not have the right to work; oth-
ers simply do not want to deal with the perceived
risk in employing a “temporary” resident.

In light of these factors, the TPV holder con-
fronts the labor market in a rather desperate state

A number of children are also detained at the Port Hedland
detention center.  July, 2003.
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and it is no surprise that they are extremely vulner-
able to exploitation. The vast majority of TPV
holders are employed in unskilled, temporary or
casual jobs such as in meat works, vegetable mar-
kets and cleaning jobs. Large numbers move to var-
ious rural locations to seek seasonal farm work.
The general trend of low wages, poor job security
and long working hours in industries that have high
levels of casualization and low union density is
common amongst the TPV community. Research
indicates that overt exploitation in the workplace is
widespread. There have been reports of TPV hold-
ers being paid half the wages of other employees
and working extra hours without pay. 

Outside of the formal migration program, cases
of undocumented workers being brought into Aus-
tralia as a source of cheap labor have been reported
in particular industries. Sex workers have been
brought in from South East Asia to work for specif-
ic periods, often under bonded terms and in condi-
tions of near slavery. People working in breach of
their visa conditions, often on current or expired
tourist visas, were also reported in the construction,

hospitality and retail industries. For example, an
immigration raid on a construction site in Mel-
bourne conducted by armed federal police targeted
61 people of Asian appearance, 18 of whom were
later found to be working without proper documen-
tation. These people usually end up at the urban
detention centres in Sydney and Melbourne while
arrangements are made for their deportation.
Source countries of deported workers include
Indonesia, China, Vietnam, Korea and the Pacific
Islands. 

Workers can also be brought legally to Aus-
tralia for specific purposes using long or short-term
business migration visas. As of September 2003
there were 58,239 holders of long-term business
migration visas. To be eligible for this class of visa,
workers must be sponsored by an approved
employer and remain bound to the sponsor for the
duration of the visa. Although the visa regulations
state that the sponsored employee must be paid a
minimum wage of AUD37,720 there have been 
numerous instances of underpayment and breaches
of legally enforceable employment conditions.
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Protesters demonstrate in Melbourne to mark the anniversary of the sinking of the so-called SIEV-X (Suspected Illegal Entry Vessel - X),
where 353 refugees who attempted to cross from Indonesia to Australia died.  October 2003.
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Workers are extremely reluctant to raise complaints
because their sponsorship, and hence their right to
remain in the country, is terminated if the company
concludes their employment agreement. Those who
have had the courage to speak out claim to have
been paid as little as AUD150 per week with illegal
omissions of back pay and entitlements.

Even when workers on business visas are paid
the legal minimum wage, this can still be signifi-
cantly lower than Australian market rates for an
equivalent skilled position. In September 2003, the
Australian telecommunications carrier, Telstra,
announced that it would transfer some of its IT
contracts to an Indian company, Infosys. Whilst
the intention of the deal was to outsource the con-
tracts offshore, much of the work is currently
being performed in Australia by Infosys’ Aus-
tralian subsidiary using sponsored Indian workers.
In what seems to be a growing trend in the IT
industry, these workers are being paid 30 to 50%
below market rates for equivalently skilled Aus-
tralian IT workers.

Responses

While a growing minority of Australians have
expressed disgust at the treatment of refugees and
asylum seekers, the government’s skillful manipu-
lation of race politics have prevented the protest
movement from breaking through to the main-
stream. Nevertheless, a substantial minority now
opposes the government’s actions and this has man-
ifested itself politically with the rise of the Aus-
tralian Greens, who have openly campaigned for
the closing of the detention centres and the aboli-
tion of temporary protection visas. Within the
opposition Labor Party, a group of activists known
as Labor for Refugees have argued for a more pro-
gressive policy. 

A number of community groups continue to
organize activities in support of refugee rights. Some
groups are involved in the provision of welfare ser-
vices such as English language training, job search-
ing assistance or pro bono legal assistance, and others
organize political actions.10 Public rallies were held
at various times throughout 2003, most notably in
state capital cities on World Refugee Day and at the
Baxter and Port Hedland detention centres. 

Open support for refugee rights within the trade
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Country of Birth Family Skill Special Total Human- NZ Other Total Total
Migration Migration Eligibility Migration itarian Citizen Humanitarian All

U.K. 3,150 8,050 104 11,304 _ 818 386 1,204 12,508

NEW ZEALAND _ 2 _ 2 _ 12,351 15 12,366 12,368

CHINA (EXCL SARS 

and TAIWAN PROVINCE) 3,298 3,150 _ 6,448 14 181 21 202 6,664

SOUTH AFRICA 495 3,766 2 4,263 _ 324 16 340 4,603

PHILIPPINES 1,844 1,192 _ 3,036 23 70 61 131 3,190

INDONESIA 720 2,282 _ 3,002 _ 18 6 24 3,026

IRAQ 507 19 _ 526 2,219 73 1 74 2,819

SUDAN 57 5 _ 62 2,711 1 1 2 2,775

MALAYSIA 274 2,370 _ 2,644 _ 37 5 42 2,686

VIETNAM 2,261 152 _ 2,413 60 57 38 95 2,568

SRI LANKA 527 1,207 _ 1,734 33 74 4 78 1,845

SETTLER ARRIVALS: TOP 10 COUNTRIES OF BIRTH BY MIGRATION STREAM, 
FOR THE FINANCIAL YEAR 2002-03

Source: Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs
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union movement has most actively come from the
education sector, although other unions have given
support to community groups. At its 2003 Federal
Conference, the Australian Education Union called
for all children in detention centres to be allowed to
attend public schools. National Tertiary Education
Union activists at RMIT University campaigned
successfully to prevent the university from bidding
for education contracts in the privately run deten-
tion centres. With unionists arguing that public uni-
versities should not support any aspect of the deten-
tion regime, the campaign culminated in the offer-
ing of scholarships to TPV holders at a number of
universities, who would otherwise have no realistic
access to tertiary education. 

Another welcome development occurred at the
ACTU congress in August where a resolution was
carried calling on the government to end mandatory
detention, abolish temporary protection visas and to
stop the deportation of refugees to unsafe countries. 

In 2002, the immigration minister publicly
acknowledged that the TPV regime was creating an
underclass in Australian society. Some have sug-
gested that this is a deliberate use of immigration
policy intended to keep downward pressure on

wages and conditions. In a similar vein, unions such
as the Construction, Forestry, Mining and Energy
Union (CFMEU) and the Community and Public
Sector Union have argued that the government is
encouraging businesses to sponsor migrants on tem-
porary business visas in order to undercut the wages
and conditions of unionized labor. The response to
this has varied. Some unions have campaigned on
the basis of nationalist demands to protect Aus-
tralian jobs. In one particular example, the NSW
branch of the CFMEU cooperated with the Immi-
gration Department to remove migrant workers
without valid documentation from a construction
site. These tactics have been criticized by the Victo-
rian branch of the CFMEU, who have argued that
lower paid migrant workers need to be organized
into the union to have their wages lifted to standard
levels irrespective of their visa status. The Victorian
CFMEU has consistently condemned police immi-
gration raids on construction sites.

In a further case of solidarity with foreign
workers, the Maritime Union of Australia argued
that a Canadian Shipping firm, CSL Shipping
should pay its Ukrainian crew Australian equivalent
wages when transporting cargo between Australian

Location Adult male Adult female Male Female Unaccompanied Total
Children Children Children

Woomera RHP* 0 5 1 4 0 10

Baxter 202 26 18 10 0 256

Pt Hedland 78 6 10 5 0 99

Pt Hedland RHP* 0 1 2 0 0 3

Villawood (Sydney) 387 91 13 13 0 504

Maribyrnong (Melbourne) 51 8 0 1 0 60

Perth 18 1 0 0 0 19

Christmas Island 22 13 8 5 3 51

Other facilities 112

Total 758 151 52 38 3 1114

SUMMARY OF PERSONS IN IMMIGRATION DETENTION 
BY LOCATION OCTOBER 2003

*RHP Residential Housing Project (a house in the community secured by guards contracted by the Department)
**Information concerning Nauru was presented in answers to questions during Senate Estimates on November 4. At that time there were 314 detainees on Nauru, 93
of whom are children, 5 of them unaccompanied. There is also one detainee held at the centre on Manus Island in New Guinea

Source: Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs
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ports. Although the Howard government openly
defended CSL Shipping, the High court ruled in
favor of the Maritime Union and the Canadian com-
pany was forced to raise its wages.

Finally, the Victorian government passed legisla-
tion in November giving regulatory protection to
clothing outworkers, who are mostly migrant women,
after a long campaign led by the Textile Clothing and
Footwear Union of Australia and community activists. 
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