
A Common Policy for Refugee Activist and Advocacy 
Organisations in Australia 

 
This is a document designed to stimulate discussion at the ARAN national conference 
in the session on a common policy for refugee activist and advocacy organisations in 
Australia. It make a concrete suggestion for such a policy. We are aware that many 
organisations have developed policies which are very close to what is being 
suggested here and believe that there is, therefore, a good basis for agreement. 
 

Why have a common policy? 

 
With a common policy – even if it does not include everything that every 
organization wants to see happen – would be a major step forward. It would mean 
that we could campaign for more organisations to sign up to it – unions, faith 
groups, community organisations etc and also for prominent people to put their 
support behind it. 
 

What are the requirements for a common policy? 

 
(i) Firstly, the policy must be ethically and intellectually consistent and 

defensible. The argument outlined in another position paper for this 
conference against the position taken by Robert Manne and Frank 
Brennan amongst others illustrates what is wrong on both counts with 
that position. 
 

(ii) It has to be broad enough to allow for agreement amongst most of the 
activist and advocacy organisations in Australia. For example, it is unlikely 
that we could get agreement on the number of refugees Australia should 
take annually. But we can certainly agree that there should be a 
significant increase. Similarly, while we can agree that Australia should 
contribute much more to refugee protection in the region rather than 
detention, we could not agree on a precise amount. 

 
(iii) It must be short enough for people to read and understand quickly. 

 
(iv) As well as stating our opposition to the current policy of deterrence and 

detention, it must pose an alternative which can be viable. We must focus 
on the people who are closest to our position and attempt to bring them 
into the campaign. These are not the hardened opponents of refugees, 
xenophobes or racists. They are usually people who are appalled by the 
cruelty of detention. But the part of the government’s argument that 
causes them most uncertainty – and the greatest obstacle we face - is the 
idea that any relaxation of policy will lead to more people taking 
dangerous journeys and perishing at sea. What are our responses to this 
vital question? We have always said – and should continue to do so – that 
deterrence only pushes people in Indonesia, Malaysia, Sri Lanka and 



elsewhere to take other and possible more dangerous journeys to find 
asylum. We also say that people will continue to get on boats and that 
Australia should treat those who do so as asylum seekers and assess their 
claims onshore without detention This is a basic question of Australia’s 
obligations. 
 

However, these arguments, by themselves, are not enough to be 

convincing. The Australian Border Deaths Database, maintained by 

Monash University, shows that 1138 people died while attempting to 

come to Australia by boat during the last Labor government. This is not 

something we can ignore or simply scoff at as government propaganda. 

Nor is it something that we want to see happen again. An analysis of this 

chilling list also shows that many of these died very close to the 

Indonesian coast – out of the range of the Australian Search and Rescue 

zone – and therefore most unlikely to be rescued. Some others were 

never even sighted at sea and are known to have been lost only because 

their friends and relatives reported their departures and that they were 

never heard from again. Unlike Manne, Brennan etc, we are opposed to a 

position of “Stopping the Boats”, but we must address these concerns by 

arguing for the creation of a viable alternative to boat journeys and a 

positive path to settlement in Australia and other developed countries. 

This can happen via fair and rapid processing in the transit countries, 

through significantly increasing the humanitarian intake and by 

negotiations with other developed countries to take more people.  

 

It does not mean we can expect that, if such a policy were implemented, 

that no more boats would appear – but it does mean that asylum seekers 

are much more likely to wait in the transit countries if processing there is 

indeed rapid and fair, if we increase the number of refugees we take 

significantly and if the conditions we help to create via aid and 

negotiations with Indonesia etc. make life more bearable there than it is 

at the moment. 

 

We might convince some that the present is unacceptable but we won’t 

mobilise them for long without showing what would be an acceptable 

future. Movements which fail to provide an alternative can rise for a 

period but must then inevitably fall back when the simple question is 

asked – “What would you do?” Government and opposition have 

imposed a form of TINA – “there is no alternative” - on public 

understanding of the issue. We must show that there is one. 

 

  



 

The Pledge for a Just Refugee Policy 

We are suggesting here that The Pledge for a Just Refugee Policy fulfils all of these 

requirements and that organisations and individuals consider signing up to it.  

The pledge has five simple points under the following headings: 

(i) Immediate release and settlement for all of those suffering at our hands; 

(ii) End mandatory detention; 

(iii) Raise the refugee intake substantially; 

(iv) Safe and just passage of asylum seekers to Australia with no punishment 

based on means of arrival; 

(v) Give permanent settlement visas, citizenship with full rights including 

work and family reunion. 

More detail on each of these ppoints can be found at 

http://pledgeforrefugees.org.au/ 

As well, the Pledge has a considerable number of prominent people and organization 

already signed up to it. These include  

Tim Winton, Author 

Julian Burnside, barrister, author, human 

rights & refugee advocate 

Noam Chomsky 

John Pilger, Journalist & filmmaker 

Jane Caro, social commentator, writer and 

lecturer 

Fr Rod Bower, Anglican Parish of Gosford 

Andrew Wilkie, Independent Senator for 

Tasmania 

Sarah Hanson-Young, Greens Senator for SA 

Prof David Isaacs, Childrens Hospital at 

Westmead 

Tom Ballard, Comedian 

Antony Loewenstein, Journalist & author 

Lee Rhiannon, Greens Senator for NSW 

Melissa Parke, Former Labor MP for Fremantle 

Diana Abdel-Rahman, President of Australian 

Muslim Voice 

Phillip Adams, ABC Radio National 

Ken Canning, Aboriginal activist 

Prof Wendy Bacon, independent journalist 

Greg Barnes, Barrister and former National 

President Australian Lawyers Alliance 

Jon Stanhope, former Chief Minister ACT, 

former Administrator, Australian Indian Ocean 

Territories, Christmas Island and Cocos 

(Keeling) Islands 

Clover Moore, Lord Mayor of Sydney 

Irene Doutney, Deputy Lord Mayor of Sydney 

Mark Isaacs, Author “The Undesirables” 

Prof Larissa Behrendt 

Phil Glendenning, Director of Edmund Rice 

Centre & President of Refugee Council of 

Australia 

Andrew Kutapae, Secretary-General, Papua 

New Guinea Greens 

Pat Fiske, Filmmaker 

Miriam Margolyes, Actor 

Prof Jake Lynch, Centre for Peace & Conflict 

Studies, USYD 

Robin de Crespigny, Author “The People 

http://pledgeforrefugees.org.au/


Smuggler” 

Susan Varga, Author 

Prof Stuart Rees AM, Professor Emeritus, 

University of Sydney 

Rev Dorothy McCrae McMahon, South Sydney 

Uniting Church 

Rev Stephen Pickard, Executive Director of 

Australian Centre for Christianity and Culture, 

Professor of Theology Charles Sturt University 

David Shoebridge, Greens MLC NSW 

Parliament 

Dr Sue Wareham OAM, Medical Assn for 

Prevention of War (Australia) 

 
Another 3,400 people have also signed. So we do not have to start from scratch. 
 
We hope this short document encourages people to think about putting their names 
to the pledge and for organisations affiliated to ARAN and others to endorse it as a 
policy and a call to action. 
 
Canberra Refugee Action Committee 


