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Le Pen;

Asgnof voter concernfor immigration or lack of concernfor
parliamentary democracy?

Maryam Namazie

In the first round of the
Frenchpresidential el ections,
the National Front leader,
Jean-Marie L e Pen, haswon
17% of the votes;, he will
face off Chirac who won
19.67% of the votes in the
second round. Le Pen's
‘success has caused much
concern throughout Europe
and the world about the
extremeRight’ sgainsonthe
European political scene.

Le Pen’'s‘showing’ isbeing
portrayed as a ‘ reflection of
voters’  concern  on

immigration’ and their ‘fear
of foreigners.’

In fact,

though, Le Pen's showing
hasmoretodowithreflecting
peopl€ sdisillusonmentwith
the parliamentary system
rather thanrevealinganything
ontherviewsonimmigration.
The low winning votes (the
top three candidates all
receivedlessthan 20 percent),
the number of people who
didn't even bother to vote
(nearly 30 percent - more
thanthosewhovoted for any
one candidate), and the
numbers who voted for Le
Pen as a protest vote or to
register their dissatisfaction,
al point tothistruth. People
are disillusioned with the
system, see no real
differencesbetweenthemain
candidatesand no longer see
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the relationship of Social
democracy to their lives.
Regardless of the candidate,
people have come to realise
that nothing really changes
by voting in such elections.
As a result, fascist parties,
whichareisolatedinsociety,
areableto gain accessto the
political scene.
Under these conditions,
peopl€e’'s real views
Bl onthefar-Rightand
itspoliciescannotbe
gauged by counting
the percentage
received by Le Pen
but rather by looking
428 to the streets where
- people are ‘voting’
2 withtheir feet. Tens
% of thousandspoured
outtoopposelLePen
right after his
‘success’. In ltaly,

response to the Right wing
Berlusconi government.
Hundredsof thousandshave
cometothestreetsto defend
immigrants and asylum
seekers throughout Europe.
Their viewsarenothing like
LePen’sor even Blunkett's
and Blair's for that matter.
It is in the streets where
society’s real views on
immigrationand asylumand
on the extreme Right can be
seen. Thisiswhere society
is polarised. Thisis where
the Right has been and will
be pushed back.

* Pictures of Protests in

France and Italy against
Right.
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WhoisVIiolent: AsjumSeskersor theAudralian
Government?

Maryam Namazie

Once again, asylum seekers
in Australia have ‘rioted’.
ThistimeitisinPort Hedland
where detainees were
confinedtoquartersafter one
man leapt from atreeinabid
to gain the attention of
immigration department
officials investigating camp
conditionson 24 April. The
man split his head open and
was taken away for medical
treatment while the centre
was locked down. Around
150" detainees wereinvolved
in the protest. 24 April was
the same day that ‘rioting’
asylum seekers in Curtin
‘detention centre’ in Derby,
Western Australiaended a6
day stand-off with guards.
They had seized control of
the main compound on 19
April after their applications
for visasto stay in Australia
were rejected. Nearly al of
thecentre’ spopulationjoined
the standoff soon after. Port
Hedland and Curtin are the
latest of Australia’'s six
immigration centresto behit
by protests. Thelast protests
came three weeks ago when
800 stormed the Woomera

centre, releasing 50 asylum
seekers, about 10 of whom
are still free.

Media reports surrounding
these and other protests
generally portray asylum
seekers as violent. Reports
on the Port Hedland protest
states that asylum seekers
went on a ‘rampage,
smashing anaccommodation
block and hurling chunks of
concrete at staff *, agroup of
whom were ‘armed with a
sdedgehammer, steel barsand
concrete blocks.” Reports
on the Curtin protest states
that ‘a security officer was
knocked unconsciousand 27
other staff suffered minor
injuriesintherampage, which
caused extensive damage to
thebuildings andthat asylum
seekers were ‘armed with
knives, cleavers, sharpened
broomsticksand curtainrods.’
It also states that they ‘lit
fires,‘ransacked’ roomsand
destroyed ‘thousands of
dollarsworth of equipment.’
Protest leaders, people who
wewould call refugeerights
activists, are portrayed as
seditious trouble makers: ‘a
hard core of rejected asylum
seekers and who continue
makingtrouble. Forexample,
a report states that ‘an
unspecified number of rioters
are believed to be former
inmates of Woomera
detention centre...” The
government has even
sentenced an asylum seeker
involved in protests to five-
yearsin prison.

Certainly, the protests of
asylum seekers do turn
violent, just as many other
forms of resistancedowhen
faced with state-sponsored
violence. Clearly, though,
sharpened broomsticks and
curtain rods are
incomparable with the
Australian government’s
violenceandbrutality, justas
therock-throwing Palestinian
child’s'violent’ resistanceis
incomparablewiththelsradli
government’s full military
machinery. One is the
oppressed resisting
oppressionwhiletheotheris
theoppressor. Don't forget,
asylum seekersareinnocent
people who haven't
committed acrimeother than
to flee for their lives from
governments that are often
supported and maintained by
AustraliaandtheWest. The
asylum seekers who are
protesting in Australian
detention centres are people
who have fled Afghanistan,
Iran, Northernlraqg, Iragand
other countries. They are
twice victims of state-
sponsored violence- onceat
the hands of oppressive
Islamic and fascist
governmentsand partiesand
second at the hands of the
Australian government.
They have resisted both.
Both have labelled them
trouble makers and have
attempted to silence them,
imprisoned them, and
attemptedto devastatethem.
The resistance of asylum
seekers in Curtin, Port
Hedland and Woomeraisan
extension of their resistance
in lran, Afghanistan,

Northernlragandlrag. Don’t
forget, to asylum seekers, a
refusal order means
deportation back to more
violence and possible death.
Their resistanceissimilar to
that of the Jews in Nazi
concentration camps, where
many tried to protest and
escape death. At the time,
too, many Jewish refugees
were detained by the
Australian government.

Some examples of the
violence meted out by the
Australian government,
which:

* Imprisons all asylum
seekers - innocent men,
women and children for
up to several years in
substandard  prisons
(given the sterilised name
detention centre), simply
because they have
escaped persecution and
violence. Curtin is at an
air force base in Western
Australia state, while
Woomera, for example, is
surrounded by razor wire
topped fences and
patrolled by guardsand is
a former missile testing
base on a dusty Outback
plain.

- Accordingto Prof. Richard
Harding, Inspector of
Custodial Services WA, ‘If
theconditionsthat you seein
Curtin, Woomera and some
of theother detention centres
were replicated in an
Australianjail, they wouldbe
ungovernable. Red-blooded
Australian prisoners would

Cont. on Page 3
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simply not put up withwhat  societies where they — P
we are doing to peoplewho haveexperiencedwar . AL iy

have not been convicted of
anything.’

- According to a South
Australiangovernmentreport
from a team of child
protection officers who
visited the Woomeracentre,
many young people in the
centre are suffering severe
mental problems. Thereisa
lack of proper bedsfor young
children, inadequate
schoolingandrestrictionson
feeding arrangements for
toddlers. Parents are not
allowed to feed toddlers
outside set meal times. The
full report has not been
released because of a
memorandum of
understanding with the
federal government!

- According to Dr Louise
Newman of the NSW Royal
College of Psychiatrists,
childrenindetentionarebeing
traumatised by the terrible
scenes they are witnessing.

- According to Austraia's
HumanRightsCommissioner
Dr. Sev Ozdowski children
released from Australia’s
detention centres are
struggling to adjust outside
therazor wireand many will
never recover from their
experience. Some children
requirepsychiatrictreatment
or psychological counselling
once they have left
mandatory detention, while
others carry around a hatred
for Australia. Dr Ozdowski,
says most asylum seekers
whoarrivedinAustraliawere
aready traumatised. Hesays
they come from violent

and civil conflict and
placing them in
mandatory detention
compounds the
problems. fl

- AccordingtoWayne
Lynch who was —\:-:
himself traumatised

after seven monthsof £ |
counselling | |
‘detainees’ in i
Woomera,  most =

detainees arrive in

good health, robust

and buoyant, but by

theendof theirtimein

detention many are

clinically depressed,

suicidal andmutilating

themselves. ‘I was

personally traumatised

byitand| decided| couldn’t
participateinsuchanatrocity
any more.” Lynch says he
had counselled one asylum
seeker who was a
professional in his home
country and arrived well-
dressedandfluentinEnglish.
Avyearlater hewasclinically
depressed, physically unwell
andbelieved hewasgoingto
die in detention. He had
arrivedthinkinghewouldbe
abletobringhisfamily amost
immediately, onlytofindthat
theprocesswouldtakeyears
and he would not be ableto
speak to hisfamily by phone
for the first three months.
Hewasreferredtoonly by a
number, had all his
possessions confiscated,
including photographsof his
family which were not
returned for six months, and
wastoldheneededamedical
certificate if he wanted a
tomato or cucumber. Hesaw
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detainees abused, strip-
searched and subjected to
randomraidsontheir rooms.
Lynch’s decision to leave
Woomera came after 80
asylum-seekers were flown
fromWaoomerato Curtinand
Port Hedland without notice
andwithout beingtoldwhere
they were going, a move he
saw as an immense breach
of humanrights.

- Three psychiatric
professionals who recently
left the Woomera Detention
Centre have said that scenes
of distressed asylum seekers
are adaily occurrence. The
threetoldtheABC' sL ateline
program, attemptsat suicide,
even among children, is
common.

- Dr Glenda Koutroulis, a
Melbournepsychiatricnurse
who has witnessed the mass
mental healthproblemstaking

place inside Woomera has
felt compelled to speak
publicly in defiance of her
confidentiality contract with
the centre's administrators,
Australasian Correctional
Management. Shehasnever
beforehel d so many sobbing,
heartbroken men in her life
and never wantstoagain. All
she can doisto speak up for
them because to do
otherwise, she says, would
beto collude with torture.

- A disturbing videorecently
aired shows bloodied
detaineesbashingtheir heads
against walls and being
dragged along the floor by
guards while pleading to be
released.

* The Australian
government no longer
allows asylum seekers on
its territories, in

Cont. on Page 4
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contravention to
international refugee and
human rights norms, and
forces their unsafe boats
to Papua New Guinea’'s
Manus Island and the
Pacific island nation of
Nauru calling it a Pacific
Solution. Australia has
paid these Islands $114
million to imprison and
process asylum seekers.

- According to the ABC's
Four Corners program,
Australian soldiers used
electric prods, cattle prods,
double strength capsicum
spray andwater hosesagainst
asylum seekers in order to
force them to disembark on
oneof theldlands. They also
denied hospital treatment to
a woman bleeding after
childbirthandrefusedtohelp
morethan100asylumseekers
suffering diarrhoea or
dehydration. Negligence by
the navy led to the deaths of
three men whose boat was
returnedtolndonesianwaters
during last year’'s federal
€lectioncampaign.

- Accordingtomediareports,
acute water shortages, the
use of solitary-confinement
cellsto punish detaineesand
an increase in psychiatric
breakdown are among the
maincomplaintsmadeby 300
Afghan asylum seekersheld
on Nauru. In afax sent by
the ‘detainees’, they accuse
the Australian Government
of breaking a promise that
they would not be held in
detention for more than four
months. ‘We are now
spending our eighth month
here. .. many of usthink we
are being dealt with like

cattle’. The asylum seekers
said eight ‘detainees’ were
locked up for three weeks
after they left the camp.

* The  Australian
government has changed
its laws to reduce rights
and benefits given to
asylum seekers and has
made recognised
refugees second class
citizens while asylum
seekers have no rights
whatsoever .

- Since 1999, the Australian
government is denying any
asylum seeker arriving in
Australiaby boat permanent
refugee status. They can
therefore never access
mainstream social services,
gain permanent residency,
and have no rightsto family
reunion and full citizenship
rights. They aso cannot re-
enter Australiaif they leave!
Aware that legal challenges
to the temporary visas are
imminent, the federal
governmentispoisedtobring
in new laws that would
eradicate rights to legal
appeal against decisions
made by the Refugee
Review Tribunal.

- Australia is refusing to
commit itself to signing an
optional protocol to the
ConventionAgainst Torture,
passed earlier this week by
the UN Human Rights
Commission, which would
allow snap inspections of

immigration detention
centres.
* The  Australian

government is running a
racist anti-asylum seeker

publicity campaigninorder
to dehumanise asylum
seekers and justify its
policies.

- During last year’s federal
elections, government
officials stated that asylum
seekers were throwing their
babiesoverboard. According
to statements made at a
Senate Select Committee,
officials knew that the story
wasuntrue but did not set the
record straight.

- A Senate Select Committee
intothe’ children overboard’
affair has been told that the
Australianmilitary wasgiven
guidelinesto ensurethat ‘no
personalising or humanising
images were to be taken of
refugees during the Tampa
crisisin2001.

- According to retired vice
admiral Sir Richard Peek
draconian laws gagged
Australian Defence Force
personnel from telling the
truth and allowed the
Government to spin-doctor
stories. Sir Richard saysmost
peoplein Canberraknew the
Government’s claims that
asylum-seekers had tossed
children into the sea were
falseby mid October, but the
Government did nothing to
correct the information.

- Papua New Guinea is
deliberately denyingforeign
journalists visas to avoid
scrutiny of theasylum seeker
‘ detention centre’ onManus
I'sland. [Foreign
Correspondent’s Evan
Williamsmanagedtoprepare
acomprehensivereport after
entering PNG clandestinely.]

Andthelistof theAustralian
government’ slegal, political,
socia and military violence
against asylum seekersgoes
onandon. After theshowing
of a disturbing video with
asylum seekers being
dragged by guards, Prime
Minister Howard says: ‘I
know they don’tlikebeingin
detention, but without
soundinginsensitivel hope,
if peopledidnot seek tocome
to Australia illegally, they
would not be in detention’.
Howard and Immigration
Minister Ruddock are not
insensitive; they are violent
criminals carrying out a
violent and criminal policy.
While the Australian
government’s spin-doctors
spin stories of asylum
seekersasviolent, we know
better. It is the Australian
government that is violent
and which must be
unequivocally condemned.

VigtIFIRstefor latestinternational refugee
news, urgent actionsand pressrel eases:

www.hambastegi.org
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