
The image above was drawn by a boy named Arrih in detention  
on Manus Island, accompanied by the words “My mother is 
crying and I am sad”. The picture is part of a series of 
drawings collected by MP Sarah-Hansen Young after a 
visit to the controversial offshore processing site. The 
drawings, mostly produced by children around the age 
of 10, offer a sobering glimpse into the lives of these 
children, with other works featuring captions such as 
“Here is three people passed out and there is no 
doctor” and “It is so hot. I am in prison”.  The images 
provoke questions about the impact of mandatory 
detention on young minds, subjected to undefined periods of 
time in what they can only comprehend as “prison”.  
 

A Captured Childhood. 
Children seeking asylum in Australia flee traumatic experiences in their home countries, hoping for a new 
life. After the stress of leaving home—and often, a family– behind, these children are vulnerable and deserve 
their right to respectful treatment and care. This is not what they find in detention. 
                The following quotes are from children asylum seekers who have shared 

their experiences with a NSW government office. They are examined 
here next to Australia’s obligations as a signatory to the UN’s 

Convention on the Rights of the Child.  
“For just one hour in the morning we come out of the room to 
see the sky and one hour in the afternoon. And then the doors 
closed, locked in.” (Unaccompanied teenage boy) 

⇒ Article 31: The right to play, recreation and cultural 
activity.  

“I found it difficult that I did not have my own space to pray”  
(Teenage girl) 

⇒ Article 14: The right to religious practice. 
"Most of the police did not know the name, so we have a number. 

The people all wrote our card number and he read for us, "[my 
number], you come". (Unaccompanied teenage boy) 

⇒ Article 8.1: The right to a name. 
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IMMIGRATION 101:  
Children in offshore processing. 

Just 
IN 
time 

Out of sight, out of mind... 
In March, the federal government 

informed Human Rights Commissioner 
Gillian Triggs that she could no longer 
visit Nauru and Manus Island to assess 
the conditions of asylum seekers, as the 

islands are not in Australia’s 
jurisdiction. Other organisations, such 

as GetUp, have also been banned. 

"I think there should not be 
any detention for children at 

least. All these people that 
are spending months or 

years in detention, they have 
not done anything wrong, 

they are not criminals... 
There should not be any 
detention for children.  
They should be free."  

   

- Teenage boy, Manus Island 



Reflection 
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What’s wrong with offshore processing? 
Australia has a legal and moral responsibility to the relatively small number people who ask for our help. As 
the wealthiest and most stable state in our region we have the ability to offer the best support. Because 
Nauru, Manus Island and Papua New Guinea have neither the resources nor the legal framework for humane 
treatment of refugees, the conditions in these processing centres are not necessarily fit for human beings 
(who have not broken any laws) and may be unable to 
offer basic human rights like access to healthcare, 
education and food. Many believe that offshore 
processing will prevent refugees from boarding boats in 
the first place, but there is little to support this claim.  
We have tried this before, at a great cost to the people 
affected. John Howard’s Pacific Solution, which saw 
asylum seekers detained on Nauru, caused shocking 
psychological damages as some people languished in 
detention for years on end. It also incurred a high financial 
cost to the Australian community.  
 

How do other countries treat refugees? 
Australia is the only Western country which detains all 
asylum seekers indefinitely and indiscriminately1, instead 
of allowing them to live in the community while their 
claims are processed. Community processing is not only 
more humane and decent, it is more cost effective too: 
offshore incurs the increased cost of delivering services to remote locations, while community processing 
allows refugees to work and inject money back into the economy. The Pacific Solution, which saw asylum 
seekers detained on Manus Island and Nauru, cost more than 1 billion dollars over five years, or $500 000 per 
person. 
 

What is the solution? 
While there will never be an easy fix to the issue of immigration, there are long-term measures that the 
Australian government can take to ensure that people fleeing their home countries receive the best possible 
access to a better future. An expert panel on asylum seeker policy suggested in 2012 that the government 
pursue offshore processing as a temporary solution, as long as refugees are given access to appropriate 
accommodation; appropriate physical and mental health services and access to education and training. It is 
also vital to ensure that each person who seeks asylum is processed fairly. Another important 
recommendation is that Australia’s approach to asylum seekers should not be isolated from our global 
context—the expert panel urged the development of broader regional framework, which involves improving 
our agreement with Malaysia to build a stronger and more fair policy toward asylum seekers. 
The most important task that currently faces Australians is ensuring that the recommendations of this panel 
are carried out. We need to make sure that our government representatives our aware that we demand 
treatment of asylum seekers that acknowledges their humanity and ability to contribute to Australian society. 
1Amnesty International, ‘Inside Australia’s Detention Centres’, 24/02/2012, amnesty.org.au.  

TO DO: 

  Write a letter to your federal candidates in the lead-up to this 
year’s election, letting them know that justice for asylum seekers is 
an issue that concerns you.  

  Sign a petition to end the detention of children in Nauru and Manus 
Island: www.outofsight.com.au 

  Learn more about the campaign to get children out of detention 
centres at www.chilout.org 
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AKRAM AZIMI 

Young Australian of  
the Year 2013 

Akram, now 25, came to 
Australia as a refugee from 
Afghanistan 13 years ago. 

He has been awarded this prestigious title for 
his work with Indigenous and remote 
communities, which was motivated by a desire 
to give back to a country he has grown to love. 
People like Akram are a testament to what can 
become of refugees—especially children— 
who are given the support and education that 
allows them to recognise their goals.   

Loving God; 
Give us wisdom in our 

treatment of those who today 
are fleeing from danger. 

 
Help us to remember and 

emulate your love and mercy 
for all humanity in all of our 

thoughts and deeds.  
Amen. 
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