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Australia can and should accept some Guantanamo detainees.

The Australian Refugee Association commends the Rudd Government on giving consideration to accepting Guantanamo detainees for resettlement in Australia.

“The current situation at Guantanamo is the extraordinary outcome of a western government almost admitting that it has seriously breached basic human rights, international law and generally accepted standards of human decency,” said Mr Kevin Liston, Director.

“The fact that, of the hundreds detained since 2001, only a handful has been charged reflects the lack of hard evidence against them and the frightful haste with which they were rounded up in the first place.

“These people have suffered persecution and, in many cases, torture.  Many have been subjected to ‘extraordinary rendition’ (secret CIA transport), jailing in Egypt, Afghanistan, etc. for ‘robust interrogation’, tacitly, if not overtly approved waterboarding and other forms of torture. These practices have been part of the system that includes detention at Guantanamo.

“People have come to be incarcerated there because of an excessive use of power by the US Government with, at least, the tacit approval and compliance of others, including Australia.  Many are now unable or unwilling to return to their own countries. The politics of power and persecution are insidious, devious and long-term so once people are identified as ‘terrorists’, however doubtfully, they are likely to be used as scapegoats in other situations. A significant number of those still in Guantanamo therefore meet the UN criteria for refugee status. Resettlement under Australia’s Humanitarian program is an option that must be considered,” noted Mr Liston.

“If they had been treated in this way by countries such as Sudan, Iran, Zimbabwe or Burma, there would be little concern about having them come here.  We need to get over the notion that because it was America, they must be guilty (at least in some way). Even democratically elected western governments are capable of abominable deeds,” he said.
“The security issue is overrated,” added Mr Liston. The response by the Rudd government to initial requests for resettlement shows that this country is capable of making its own security assessments. Experience of the two former detainees now in Australia, David Hicks and Mamdouh Habib, shows that there is little to fear. 

“There is an opportunity now to offer a future and another chance at life to some of these people,” he said. “Australia should play its part in doing so.  As Australians we pride ourselves on giving people a fair go. If they meet basic health and security requirements, we can and should accept some of these persecuted and traumatised detainees under the Humanitarian (Refugee) Program.”  
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