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Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Network statement 

on changes to Australian policy 
 

The Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Network (APRRN) is dismayed by many of the recent changes to 

Australia’s law and policies regarding asylum seekers and refugees. While we share the concern 

expressed publicly by the Australian Government about safety for people seeking asylum, we 

believe that Australia’s actions are contributing to a decline in the security of refugees within the 

Asia-Pacific region. 
 

Expansion of Australia’s resettlement program 

In raising our concerns, we wish to begin by acknowledging the importance of the substantial 

increase in Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program. The increase of 6,250 places in 2012-13 

is a generous and valuable contribution to the protection of refugees. Refugee resettlement is a 

critically important life-saving measure and Australia deserves commendation for the positive 

global leadership it has shown in promoting this as a durable solution for refugees. We encourage 

other nations to learn from Australia’s approach to resettlement, particularly the comprehensive 

support for new arrivals and the commendable understanding of cultural diversity. 
 

Offshore processing in Nauru and Papua New Guinea 

The generosity and effectiveness of Australia’s approach to resettlement is starkly at odds with its 

increasingly punitive approach to asylum seekers. The core commitments of any nation which has 

ratified the Refugee Convention are to provide access to an asylum process for those who believe 

they need it, safety while refugee status is determined and freedom from forced return for people 

found to be refugees. We deeply regret Australia’s decision in August to recommence the expulsion 

to Nauru and Papua New Guinea of asylum seekers who arrive by boat and without visas. If every 

nation refused to allow anyone without a visa access to an asylum process, few refugees would be 

protected and international systems of refugee protection would quickly fall apart. 
 

Conditions for refugees in the Asia-Pacific region 

APRRN members know from their daily contact with refugees and asylum seekers that too many 

people in the region do not have fair access to asylum, freedom from arrest and detention, legal 

permission to work, freedom from exploitation and violence, access to justice, adequate food and 

shelter, access to physical and mental health care or basic education for their children. Many 

refugees find their circumstances unbearable and seek to move on to a place where they believe 

human rights are better respected. The fact that refugees seek Australia’s protection because of its 

reputation for human rights should be a source of pride for Australians, not a reason for fear or 

alarm. Of any country in the region, Australia is best placed to promote greater regional efforts to 

protect refugees – because of its positive reputation, its aid and development capacity and its 

decades of experience in welcoming and integrating refugees. 
 

The fallacy of the “no advantage” test 

While the Australian Government appointed Expert Panel on Asylum Seekers was right to point to 

the critical importance of building regional cooperation on refugee protection, APRRN is greatly 

troubled by the “no advantage” test which it suggested be applied when determining access to 

protection for refugees who reach Australia by boat. There are no orderly, consistent regional 

arrangements through which refugees can seek to have their status recognised or access timely 
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durable solutions. In most countries in the region, the only registration and refugee status 

determination process is provided by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) which generally operates without adequate resources and under constraints imposed by 

host governments. Some groups have no access at all to refugee status determination and others 

have their access delayed for long periods. Of those recognised as refugees, some are resettled 

within months, some can wait more than 20 years and most are never resettled. There are no 

averages and no consistency which would give any timeframe to apply to a “no advantage” test – 

and APRRN does not believe that such a test is relevant or fair. 
 

Denying refugees the right to work 

APRRN members were disappointed to hear that, for asylum seekers who arrive by boat after 13 

August 2012, Australia is planning to remove any right to work– and shocked to hear that this 

denial of work rights would continue after refugee recognition has occurred. Not only is the denial 

of the right to a livelihood in breach of Articles 17, 18 and 19 of the Refugee Convention, it defies 

logic that people would be required to endure forced unemployment for the first years of their new 

life in Australia. This measure is an appalling example for other nations in the region, given how 

significant the denial of work rights is to creating instability and fear in the lives of refugees. 
 

Involuntary returns to Sri Lanka and Afghanistan 

Our members are also deeply worried about the involuntary return by Australia of people to Sri 

Lanka and Afghanistan. We recognise that a sound refugee status determination system must also 

include the return of people found not to require refugee protection. However, Australia should be 

extremely cautious about forced returns to either Afghanistan or Sri Lanka and should proceed only 

when the decision to return has been subject to legal scrutiny. Members of the Hazara minority are 

in particular danger if returned to Afghanistan, with the threat to their lives even greater if it 

becomes known that they sought asylum in a western country. It is unacceptable that hundreds of 

Sri Lankans have been returned without apparent access to legal advice or independent assessment 

of the risk of refoulement. If Australia is convinced that the people who it is returning have no 

claims for international protection, it has nothing to fear from allowing them their basic rights under 

law. Furthermore, APPRN members are alarmed by reports that the Sri Lankan Government is 

actively preventing asylum seekers from leaving Sri Lanka by boat, and that the Australian 

Government is supportive of these actions.  
 

The need for regional cooperation on refugee protection 

The increasingly negative Australian political debate about asylum is making government officials 

and civil society organisations across Asia-Pacific increasingly cautious about Australia’s agenda, 

thereby undermining the trust required to bring relevant agencies together to better address the 

needs of refugees. Australia will not stop the flow of people seeking its protection through unilateral 

punitive measures. More effective and longer lasting answers can only be found through taking the 

protection needs of those who need protection more seriously while assisting those who don’t need 

protection to return home in safety and dignity. APRRN is always ready to work with UNHCR and 

governments in the region on developing and implementing policies and programs which 

progressively improve refugee protection.  
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The Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Network (APRRN) comprises a network of more than 120 civil society 

organizations and individuals from 21 countries committed to advancing the rights of refugees in the Asia 

Pacific Region through information sharing, mutual capacity building and joint advocacy. 


