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Australia Detention Profile 
Beginning in 2001, Australia was subjected to intense international scrutiny because of a controversial policy termed the 
“Pacific Solution” that was put in place by the John Howard government with the aim of diverting thousands of asylum 
seekers to offshore detention facilities in Nauru and Manus Island in Papua New Guinea to have their claims processed. In 
February 2008, shortly after the Labor Party government of Kevin Rudd took office, this policy officially ended when 21 
Sri Lankans, the last remaining asylum seekers in Nauru, were resettled in Australia (UNHCR 2008).  
  
Despite this change in policy, Australia has continued to maintain a substantial migration detention infrastructure and some 
controversial asylum practices. In particular, despite the end of the “Pacific Solution,” Australia continued to transport 
“unauthorized asylum seekers” (people without appropriate visas who typically arrive by boat) to a detention complex on 
Christmas Island, which the Howard government had removed from Australia’s official migration zone to keep asylum 
seekers from accessing official refugee processes available on the mainland (UNHCR 2008).  
  
In July 2008, the government proposed circumscribing its policy of mandatory detention for asylum seekers. The proposal, 
if passed by the Senate, would allow irregular non-citizens that don’t pose a security threat to be released into the 
community while their visa status is evaluated or they await deportation. The Christmas Island offshore detention centre 
would continue to be used for initial processing, health, and security checks of people intercepted offshore, but detainees 
would be granted access to legal assistance (Senator Evans 2008, The Australian 2008).  
  
As of November 2008, there were 279 migration detainees confined in nine official detention sites, which have a total 
capacity of 2,380 (DIAC 2008b). Some detained non-citizens are ordered into “Community Detention” or “Alternative 
Temporary Detention in Community,” typically semi-secure or non-secure detention situations that involve differing 
degrees of surveillance (DIAC 2008c).  
  
The total number of people detained during 2006-2007 (from July 2006 to June 2007) was 5,485, a significant drop from 
the 7,375 detained in 2005-2006 and the 8,587 detained in 2004-2005 (DIAC Annual Report 2006-2007). Decreasing 
numbers of detainees and detention sites, as well as improvements in the treatment of detainees, appear to have been 
spurred in part by the negative media coverage and intense scrutiny from international and non-governmental 
organizations.  
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Detention Infrastructure 
As of November 2008, the government of Australia maintained nine secure detention sites, including five 
Immigration Detention Centres (IDCs) (for complete list of facilities, see “List of Detention Sites”). Global 
Solutions Limited Australia (GSL Australia), a private contractor, manages the operations of immigration 
detention centres and residential housing on behalf of the Australian government.  
  
Detention facilities include Villawood IDC, Northern IDC (Darwin), Maribyrnong IDC, Perth IDC, Christmas 
Island IDC, Sydney Immigration Residential Housing, Perth Immigration Residential Housing, Brisbane 
Immigration Transit Accommodation (ITA), and Melbourne Immigration Transit Accommodation (DIAC 2008c). 
The IDCs are used to accommodate a range of unlawful non-citizens, including people who have overstayed 
their visas, people in breach of their visa conditions, or people who were refused entry at Australia’s 
international airports (DIAC 2008c); ITAs house people in short-term detention before they are transferred to 
long-term centres or returned home, and provide temporary accommodation for people who are considered a 
low security risk; Immigration Residential Housing is meant to provide a flexible detention arrangement to 
enable people in immigration detention to live in family-style accommodation (DIAC 2008c; HREOC 2007).  
  
In addition to secure sites, Australia maintains two “alternative” detention programs: a ”Community Detention” 
program, which does not require that detainees be accompanied by a designated person when they leave their 
residence; and an “Alternative Temporary Detention in Community” program, which does require that detainees 
be accompanied by a designated person at all times. Alternative Temporary Detention sites include private 
houses, correctional facilities, watch houses, hotels, apartments, foster care, and hospitals (DIAC 2008c).  
  
A number of immigration detention centres that had been the subject of intense criticism were closed in recent 
years, including Baxter Immigration Detention Centre (closed August 2007) and the two offshore processing 
detention centres—in Papua New Guinea (closed December 2007) and Nauru (closed February 2008) (The 
Age 2007). Other immigration detention centres that were closed between 2002 and 2004 include: Woomera 
Immigration Reception and Processing Centre (closed December 2003); Woomera Immigration Reception and 
Processing Centre (closed April 2003); Curtin Temporary Immigration Reception and Processing Centre 
(closed September 2002); Singleton Contingency Processing Centre; and Port Hedland Residential Housing 
Project (closed 2004) (DIAC 2007; HREOC 2004).  
  
The Global Detention Project has also identified eight other sites where immigrants have been detained at 
some point during the past eight years. These include Arthur Gorrie Prison, Port Phillip Prison, Port August 
Prison, Casuarina Prison, and Broome Regional Prison (Commonwealth Ombudsman 2001; HREOC 2004); 
The Glenside Mental Health Facility and the Royal Darwin Hospital (HREOC 2007); and the Brisbane Women’s 
Correctional Centre (Palmer 2005). The Global Detention Project has not found any evidence suggesting that 
these places are still used for migrant detention.  
  
Detention Facility Details  
  
The Christmas Island Immigration Detention Centre was opened in 2001 to provide accommodation for a surge 
in unauthorized boat arrivals. A new facility was still under construction as of early 2008 to replace the 
temporary facility at Phosphate Hill. The existing centre can accommodate 104 residents (nominal capacity) 
and has a capacity for a further 104 residents (surge capacity) (DIAC 2008c). The Australian Asylum Seeker 
Resource Centre (ASRC), an advocacy group, has raised concerns over the new facility on Christmas Island, 
which the group claims closely resembles an offshore prison and will cost taxpayers more than $500 million to 
construct. The facility reportedly has electric fences, movement detectors, and cameras on roofs and in every 
room. Detainees will reportedly wear electronic ID tags that track their whereabouts at all times. There is a 
hospital, operating theater, and visiting rooms with non-contact glass panels. There are also solitary cells and 
family units complete with a babies compound, childcare centre, play area, and classrooms (ASRC 2008). 
Concern has also been raised over the level of access that detainees will have to the Australian appeals 



system because Christmas Island remains technically in the offshore excised areas of Australia (UNHCR 
2008).  
  
The Brisbane Immigration Transit Accommodation, located near Brisbane airport, was opened at Pinkenba in 
November of 2007 (DIAC 2008c HREOC 2007). The few detainees that have been held in this facility to date 
have been short term detainees comprised of airport arrivals, visa overstayers, people whose visas have been 
cancelled, people in transition to other facilities, or people awaiting imminent removal. Detainees can remain for 
a maximum of 14 days. It consists of three accommodation blocks, each with five rooms (most with two beds) 
and kitchen, dining, living room, and laundry facilities. The facility, which is considered low security by the 
Australian Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Council (HREOC), has a medium height low security fence 
and an infra red line alarm system. Two GSL officers are regularly stationed day and night at the centre and 
detainees receive key cards to access their bedrooms, with locked cupboards for their belongings. Pre-
prepared food is provided by GSL officers. There are large outdoor spaces including a basketball court, DVDs, 
and internet facilities. A nurse is on site three times a week. HREOC, after inspecting the facility, deemed it “a 
satisfactory facility for transitional accommodation” (HREOC 2007).  
  
The Melbourne Immigration Transit Accommodation, located in suburban Melbourne, was opened in June 2008 
(DIAC 2008). This facility is designed to house people in short-term detention before they are transferred to 
long-term centres or returned home, and provides temporary accommodation for people who are considered a 
low security risk (DIAC 2008c).  
  
The Maribyrnong Immigration Detention Centre was opened in 1966, and a new ”purpose-built” centre was 
opened on site in 1983. In 2005, extensions and refurbishments improved the conditions and increased the 
“surge” capacity to 100 persons, with a “nominal” capacity of 70. The centre has a visitor reception area; 
administration health services room; services provider offices; control room; kitchen/dining area; male resident’s 
area and female resident’s area;recreational, educational, and laundry facilities; limited self-catering facilities; 
and outdoor exercise areas (DIAC 2008c).  
  
The Northern Immigration Detention Centre was constructed in Darwin in 2001 within the Defense 
Establishment Berrimah, a military base. Upgrades in 2006 increased the capacity of the detention centre to to 
help deal with increasing numbers of detentions of illegal foreign fishers, picked up and charged for illegal 
fishing in the northern waters of Australia. The centre includes accommodation buildings; commercial kitchen/ 
recreation areas; a cyclone shelter; health services buildings; interview centres; induction centre; visits areas; 
cabanas; laundries; and administration buildings. The accommodation buildings have four to five rooms per 
building, each with a double bunk, wardrobe, desk and chairs (DIAC 2008c).  
  
The Perth Immigration Detention Centre was established in 1981 within the Perth Domestic Airport precinct at a 
facility that had formerly be used by the Australian Federal Police. In addition to migrant detainees, people with 
a criminal conviction who are awaiting deportation are also detained there. The single level, 1130m2 site 
includes a “north wing” for men, a “west wing” for women. Each have bathroom facilities, recreation rooms, and 
kitchen and dining rooms. There is also an ”east wing” that has accommodation and recreational rooms, a 
visitation room, and administration and resident storage areas. The centre has a nominal capacity of 55 people, 
with a surge capacity of 64 (DIAC 2008c).  
  
The Villawood Immigration Detention Centre is located in a western suburb of Sydney and was adapted from a 
migrant hostel into a secure immigration detention centre in 1976. The centre has an operating capacity of 500 
people with a “surge capacity” of 700. It includes large dormitories for males; enclosed courtyards and shared 
kitchen, dining room, laundry and recreation, computer and education facilities; a medical centre and multi 
purpose medical building; shared rooms and ensuite accommodation for 40 single males; a TV room, day room 
and outdoor recreation space. The accommodation units have two to three bedrooms and a bathroom. One 
part of the centre accommodates single women and couples (DIAC 2008c).  
  
Alternative forms of detention. The Australian government introduced what it terms “alternative” detention 
housing in 2005, including detention in motels, public hospitals, mental health facilities, private homes, and 
Residential Housing Centres. The DIAC claims that residential housing offers a “domestic environment with 
greater autonomy for the detained, while remaining formally in immigration detention” (DIAC 2008c). Those in 
immigration detention can ”volunteer” to be moved to residential housing. Selections are based on health and 
character screens. This program is designed for low security risk detainees, especially families with children. 



Global Detention Project 
Programme for the Study of Global Migration 

The Graduate Institute - P-O. Box 136 - 1211 Geneva 21 
Phone +41 22 908 4556 - Fax +41 22 908 4594 

global.detention.project@gmail.com - www.globaldetentionproject.org 
 

© Global Detention Project 2009

Detainees are restricted in their ability to enter and leave, but can cook their own food, go on accompanied 
visits to shops, and attend recreational, educational, and developmental activities (DIAC 2007). They are 
accompanied 24 hours a day under “softer” immigration conditions (HREOC 2007). Mentally unwell detainees 
can be held in private homes under the care of “designated persons” (HREOC 2007).  
  
The Perth Immigration Residential Housing was opened in 2007 and includes two single storey buildings, each 
consisting of five bedrooms, two bathrooms, kitchen and dining facilities, and two living areas. An additional 
building can be used by residents and their visitors, and is used for administration. The Sydney Immigration 
Residential Housing was opened in 2006 and is located within the Villawood Immigration Detention Centre. It 
comprises single storey accommodation for families. There are four duplex houses, each with three bedrooms, 
two bathrooms, kitchen and two living/dining areas. Each duplex is self-contained and has a small outdoor 
area. An additional communal building is used for administration. There is one single, large landscaped 
backyard and residents can have access to recreation and educational facilities. The DIAC claims that the 
security is ‘subtle and unobtrusive’ for both the Sydney and Perth immigration residential housing (DIAC 
2008c).  
  
The DIAC is planning to open an additional Immigration Transit Accommodation for short term, low flight risk 
people in Melbourne by 2008 and Adelaide by 2008/2009. They will provide hostel style accommodation, with 
central dining areas and “semi-independent living”, with fewer services than is typically offered in an 
immigration detention centres, catering to short-stay detainees (DIAC 2007).  
  
Limited information is available on the frequency of use, locations, levels of security, and duration of detention 
for other forms of alternative detention in private houses, correctional facilities, watch houses, hotels, 
apartments, foster care and hospitals (DIAC 2008c).  
  
Management of the immigration detention centres. Global Solutions Limited Australia (GSL Australia), previously 
Group 4 Falck, manages the operations of immigration detention centres and residential housing on behalf of 
the Australian Government. GSL is a privately owned facilities management company. GSL emerged from the 
UK-based Group 4 Securitas after a series of mergers and splits of the corporation that first led to the creation 
of  Group 4 Falck Global Solutions, then Securicor. The businesses, which were located in Great Britain, South 
Africa, and Australia, were then de-merged from the parent company, establishing GSL (Australia) Pty Ltd as a 
wholly owned subsidiary of Global Solutions Limited (GSL 2008).  
  
GSL claims responsibility for “the care and well being of the people in detention” and uphold “security and good 
order” (GSL 2008). The company was contracted to operate all Australian Immigration Detention Centres and 
Immigration Reception and Processing Centres by the DIAC (which was previously called the Department of 
Immigration and Multicultural Affairs)  in August 2003, taking over from the Australasian Correctional 
Management Pty Limited (HREOC 2004; GSL 2008).  
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History and Politics   
Early history. Although migration related detention in Australia has been a politically volatile issue in recent 
years because of the country’s controversial policies on offshore processing and detention of asylum seekers, 
much of the country's history is bound up with notorious immigration policies.  
After James Cook mapped the East Coast of Australia in 1770, Great Britain began establishing penal colonies 
on what it then called New South Wales (Australia Bureau of Statistics 1998). During the late 1700s and early 
1800s, some 160,000 criminal convicts were sent to Australia, which led to the decimation of the native 
population and the creation of a population of forced laborers who worked to build Australia into a nation 
(Hughes 1987).  
  
Since the late 1700s, the British colonial administration, and later the Australian federal and state governments, 
placed immigration at the heart of public policy, recruiting, subsidizing, and encouraging immigrants to settle in 
Australia (Castles 1992; Hughes 1987). These policies historically focused on European immigrants, with most 
newcomers to Australia originating from Britain until the mid-1900s (de Lepervanche 1975 in Castles 1992). 
However, during the 1800s, small waves of non-European immigrants began arriving, including Pacific 
Islanders who were recruited to work on plantations and Chinese settlers who came during the 1850s gold 
rush. These Asian immigrants often faced harsh racism, especially during the period of growing nationalism that 
preceded the establishment of the Federal Australian Parliament in 1901 (MacQueen 1970 in Castles 1992). 
That same year, the government introduced the Immigration Restriction Act, more commonly known as the 
“white Australia Policy.” This blocked non-Europeans from immigrating to Australia (Castles 1992; Jupp 1995).  
  
Post-World War II. Shortly after World War II, the government created the Department of Immigration, in part to 
help boost the Australian economy by encouraging the growth of the population, which at the time totaled just 
under 8 million. Immigrants have since accounted for approximately 40 percent of population growth. 
Immigration policy remained primarily oriented toward Britain, with the 1945 Immigration Minister, Calwell, 
declaring a balance sheet of “ten British immigrants for every ‘foreigner’” (Wilton & Bosworth 1984 in Castles 
1992). When labor shortages demanded more than the British could supply, eastern European refugees were 
invited, resulting in 180,000 settling in Australia between 1947 and 1951. Germany, the Netherlands, and 
Scandinavia also boosted the figures in those years (Collins 1988 in Castles 1992; Jupp 1995).Southern 
European migrants were also invited to fill the labor demands, with recruitment agreements established with 
Italy, Greece, and Malta during the 1950s and 1960s. However, while British and northern European migrants 
were given assisted passages, could bring their families, and had full labor market and civil rights upon arrival, 
immigrants from eastern and southern Europe received less assistance, had no right to family reunion, and 
were shepherded into unwanted jobs (Collins 1988 in Castles 1992).  
  
In 1958, with the country’s immigrant population steadily growing and diversifying, Australia introduced the 
Migration Act, which covers the entry into and presence in Australia of immigrants, the departure or deportation 
of immigrants and other persons from the country, and the grounds for holding persons in immigration detention 
(Migration Act 1958). The Act also gave recognition to the status of refugees. Four years earlier, in 1954, 
Australia signed the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees. However, according to Amnesty 
International-Australia (2007), “The Refugee Convention is incorporated only by definition of the term 'refuge' in 
the Migration Act 1958 and not by specifically implementing obligations of the convention.”  
  
The period following passage of the Act was characterized by flexible practices in both immigration and asylum. 
After the Vietnam War, for example, when more than 2,000 Vietnamese boat people arrived in Australia, the 
country adhered to the Refugee Convention’s principle of non-refoulement and accepted the refugees. As the 
European migrant well dried up in late 1960s, the White Australia Policy was slightly relaxed. Yugoslavia and 
Latin America became the new migrant targets (Castles 1992). During the global recession of the 1970s, the 
Australian Labor government abolished the White Australia Policy. In its place, entry criteria unrelated to race, 
ethnicity, religion, or national origin were introduced (Castles 1992). In the late 1970s, immigration reached 



approximately 100,000 per year (Collins 1988 in Castles 1992).  
  
The 1970s and 1980s. As the numbers of asylum seekers settling in Australia continued to increase in the 
1970s,the government sought to put a cap on the figures, hardening its position on the acceptance of asylum 
seekers. In 1977, the government endeavored to solidify its position on the debate between Australian National 
Sovereignty and International Refugee Law and Human Rights. It declared that Australia retained the right to 
decide whether to accept and grant entry to asylum seekers (Joint Standing Committee on Migration 
Regulations 1992, in Stevens 2002).The processing of refugees and asylum seekers was streamlined with the 
establishment of the Determination of Refugee Status Committee in 1978, an inter-departmental committee 
consisting of representatives of the Departments of Immigration and Ethnic Affairs, Foreign Affairs, Prime 
Minister and Cabinet, and the Attorney General (York 2003). Applicants who were not granted refugee status 
could appeal to the Federal Court.  
  
Since the early 1980s, immigrants have primarily come from Asia despite steady streams of immigrants from 
Britain, New Zealand, and some Eastern European countries (Jupp 1995). The 1989 Migration Amendment Act, 
which clearly defined selection criteria for each visa category, restricted the court’s ability to overrule status 
determinations. Asylum seekers had to prove that they suffered from natural disasters or political upheavals, 
and the countries that could produce refugees had to be formally approved and published by the Minister for 
Immigration (Stevens 2002).  
  
The 1958 Migration Act was codified in 1989 through the Migration Amendment Act, with the implementation of 
immigration restriction legislation, including administrative detention for all immigrants (excepting New 
Zealanders) who arrived without a valid visa. The judiciary was not permitted to over-turn administrative 
detention rulings, but could only review each case in order to determine instances of legal errors (Krongold 
2007). Detainees were denied access to bail, and there was no limit to the length of their detention. When 
asylum was not granted, asylum seekers were removed by the carriers that brought them into Australia. When 
Chinese, Cambodian, and Vietnamese boat arrivals increased in the late 1980s, Australia placed them in 
unfenced migrant “hostels” located in major state capitals. Complex determination processing, linguistic 
barriers, and lack of legal expertise in rapidly evolving migration laws resulted in extensive periods of detention. 
The Western Australian Port Hedland processing centre was opened in 1991 in order to streamline migration 
processing (Stevens 2002).  
  
Further amendments to the Migration Act in 1991 empowered the Minister for Immigration with the ability to 
individually deny asylum seekers a visa. Humanitarian claims were no longer recognized when asylum visas 
were applied for within Australia, reinforcing the offshore program. After the 1989 Tiananmen Square 
massacre, 20,000 People’s Republic of China short-term visa holders applied for asylum within Australia. While 
none were forced to return to China against their will, the government introduced a four-year Temporary 
Protection Visa (TPV), in place of permanent residency. TPV holders had access to the same support as 
permanent visa holders, but they could only apply for permanent residency if further protection was required at 
the end of the four-year period. In 1993, permanent residency was re-introduced for asylum seekers (Stevens 
2002).  
  
The Keating Government (1991-1996). The Labor government of Prime Minister Paul Keating (1991-1996) saw 
the introduction of a number of reforms that restricted the access of both immigrants and asylum seekers. 
Mandatory detention of “unlawful immigrants,” which remains the official policy of Australia (as of mid-2008), 
was introduced in 1992, with passage of the Migration Amendment Act, which received bipartisan support. The 
policy was the product of mounting concerns over the growing numbers of asylum seekers arriving in Australia 
during the previous two decades, which the government argued had undermined the country’s ability to protect 
its borders (Stevens 2002). The amendment made detention mandatory for all unauthorized boat arrivals. 
Migrants, including their children born in Australia, who arrived after November 19, 1989, and before December 
1, 1992, were detained. The maximum length of detention was established at 273 days, and could be 
prolonged because of legal procedures and appeals (Stevens 2002). Additional immigration detention centres 
were established during the 1990s in remote areas of Australia, with heightened security (Einfeld 1993in 
Stevens 2002).  
  
The Determination of Refugee Status Committee was replaced by the Refugee Review Tribunal (RRT) in July 
1993 to cater for the increase in numbers of refugee applications and to foster the review of on-shore refugee 
applications. The single-member panels met with the detainees in private and ruled on the status of the 



applicants. The Minister for Immigration retained the right to override decisions made by the RRT (Stevens 
2002).  
  
In the early 1990s a number of Chinese nationals applied for and were granted refugee status based on the 
grounds of China’s one-child policy. The Federal Court found that refugee status can also be granted to 
members of such an affected group. The Government reacted strongly on 31 January 1995, introducing the 
Migration Legislation Amendment Bill (No 3) 1995, in an attempt to exclude government fertility control policies 
as grounds for refugee claims. The UNHCR presented a number of objections to the Bill, claiming that it is "a 
most unfortunate precedent, not only for Australia but for the world at large” and "a setback in the interpretation 
and application of the 1951 Convention" (UNHCR in Poynder 1995). Amidst much debate, Bill No 3 was 
abandoned and replaced by the Migration Legislation Amendment Bill No 4 1995, which was more 
implementation oriented than Bill No 3. The Government found that the Bill was essentially the same as the 
previous one and it was also disregarded (Poynder 1995, Australian Lawyers for Human Rights 2003a).  
  
The Tampa case and the “Pacific Solution.” The Australian government received international criticism in August 
2001 when it blocked the Norwegian MV Tampa freighter, which was carrying 438 mainly Afghan asylum 
seekers it had rescued at sea, from landing on the Australian territory of Christmas Island. Australia claimed 
that Norway (flag state) and Indonesia (state of embarkation) were responsible for the refugees, but Indonesia, 
which had not ratified the 1951 Convention on Refugees, refused to receive them. When the Tampa entered 
Australian waters without permission, the Australian military intervened. The UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees recommended burden-sharing, but Australia instead appealed to New Zealand, Nauru, and Papua 
New Guinea, who accepted the asylum seekers (Baillet 2003).  
  
A month after the incident, in September 2001, the Australian government introduced the “Pacific Solution,” a 
set of legislative changes that allowed for the detention of unauthorized migrants on the island nations of Papua 
New Guinea and Nauru. The 1958 Migration Act was revised to exclude Ashmore Reef, Cartier Island, 
Christmas Island, Cocos (Keeling) Islands, and other external territories from Australian territory, creating 
excised offshore places. Thereafter, people who entered these territories were taken to detention and 
processing centres in Nauru or Papua New Guinea’s Manus Island. As the migrants had not officially entered 
Australia, they were denied access to Australian legal protection (Bailliet 2003). Although the government 
claimed that asylum seekers did have access to standard asylum procedures (DIAC 2007), the United Nations 
and human rights groups criticized the Pacific Solution for denying asylum seekers access to appeal their 
detention in Australian courts (Baillet 2003).  
  
Amnesty International filed complaints against Australia with the UNHCR and the UN Committee against 
Torture, claiming that refugee’s rights to freedom and security were being jeopardized. The Australian public, 
meanwhile, largely supported the changes, re-electing the John Howard government, which had proclaimed 
victory over a foreign invasion, two months later (Baillet 2003). The media began associating ”illegal 
immigrants” with Afghans and terrorists (Nicolacopoulos and Vassilacopoulos 2002), and asylum seekers were 
described as illegal queue jumpers who were arriving in waves and stealing places from legitimate refugees. 
Fear of a foreign invasion grew, with policy justified through focusing on Australia’s inability to protect its’ 
borders. Journalists had restricted access to detention centres and primarily received information from official 
government documents or detention centre officers. Personal stories of the asylum seekers and details of 
detention conditions were limited (Leach and Mansouri 2004; Suter 2001).  
  
In late 2007 and early 2008, international media reported the closure of the offshore Nauru and Papua New 
Guinea Immigration Detention Centres (BBC 2008; UNHCR 2008). The new Labor government, which had 
defeated the Howard government in the 2007 elections, accepted seven Burmese asylum seekers detained in 
Nauru (BBC 2008). The final day of operation of the Nauru Immigration Processing Centre was reported in 
February 2008, with the remaining 24 Sri Lankans granted asylum status visas, thereby ending the ‘Pacific 
Solution’ (UNHCR 2008).  
  
However, despite termination of the “Pacific Solution,” the new Labor government continued to maintain a firm 
line on immigration. Responding to questions from the media that suggested the change in policy would relax 
Australia’s immigration policy, Chris Evans, the Immigration Minister, denied that ending the Pacific Solution 
would soften Australia’s border policy, and confirmed that boats would continue to be intercepted at sea (BBC 
2007). The UNHCR’s regional representative, Richard Towle, while applauding the decision to close the 
offshore detention centres, expressed concern over the continued detention of refugees on Christmas Island, 
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which remained outside Australia’s “immigration zone,” and appealed to the Australian government to ensure 
asylum seekers are given appropriate access to refugee determination processes within Australian, including 
independent appeal rights and speedy processing (UNHCR 2008). Despite calls by international organizations 
and local NGOs, including the Safecom Project, to close the Christmas Island facility, it remained open as of 
March 2008 (Project Safecom 2008).  
  
On July 29, 2008, Immigration Minister Chris Evans proposed amendments to Australia’s immigration policy 
that would make mandatory detention of asylum seekers only a practice of last resort. The proposal, if passed 
by the Senate, would allow irregular non-citizens that don’t pose a security threat to be released into the 
community while their visa status is evaluated. Those found not to require protection and who do not meet 
immigration law entry criteria would be removed from Australia. Also under the proposed changes, the 
Christmas Island offshore detention centre would continue to be used for initial processing, health, and security 
checks of people intercepted offshore, but detainees would be granted access to legal assistance community 
while their visa status is evaluated or they await deportation (Senator Evans 2008).  
  
Immigration today. Currently, Australia's Migration Program assesses applicants for admission based on 
criteria established by the Migration Act and Regulations, which can include relationship to an Australian 
permanent resident or citizen, skills, age, qualifications, capital and business skills, and health and character 
checks. The Migration Program includes three streams with set quotas each year: Skill, Family, and Special 
Eligibility. In addition, the Humanitarian Program offers resettlement to refugees and displaced persons who 
have faced violations of their human rights (DIAC  2008d).  
  
A growth in temporary visas granted to international students for study in Australia has seen international 
education become Australia’s fourth largest export industry. International enrolments made up 15 percent of 
total revenues for Australian universities and 18 percent of total student enrolments in higher education in 2004 
(DFAT 2005).  
  
As of June 2005, nearly 25 percent of the estimated resident population of Australia was born overseas. Of 
those foreign-born residents, a third was born in northern or western Europe, 17 percent in southern and 
western Europe, and about 12 percent in South-East Asia. 132,000 settlers arrived in Australia between July 
2005 and June 2006, originating from nearly 200 countries. The top five countries of origin were the United 
Kingdom (17.7percent), New Zealand (14.4percent), China (8.0 percent), India (8.6 percent) and the Philippines 
(3.9 percent) (DIAC Immigration Fact Sheet Two 2008). The multicultural debate re-emerged in Australia during 
2006 after ethnic-related riots broke out on Cronulla beach, in Sydney (Soutphommasane 2006). Shortly 
afterwards, the conservative Howard government introduced a mandatory citizenship test designed to ensure 
immigrants meet an appropriate level of “Australian-ness” prior to becoming citizens. The Labor Party Rudd 
government, which succeeded the Howard government, announced it would review the test in order to make it 
more fair and relevant to migrants of all backgrounds (Sydney Morning Herald 2008). 
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List of Detention Sites 
Disclaimer | Sources | Categories 
 

  
Sources  

Name Status 
(Year)

Location Facility 
Type

Security Authority Management Capacity Reported 
Population

Demographics & 
Segregation

Baxter 
Immigration 
Detention Facility

Closed 
(2007)

Port Augusta West, 
SA, 5700

Migrant 
detention 
centre

Secure Department of 
Immigration 
and 
Citizenship

Group 4 Falck 
Global Solutions 
Limited 
Australia 

660 
(nominal), 
880 (surge)

  

Brisbane 
Immigration 
Transit 
Accommodation

In use 
(2008)

Pinkenba QLD   Department of 
Immigration 
and 
Citizenship 

 40 2 (as of 7 
November 
2008)

 

Christmas Island 
Immigration 
Detention Centre

In use 
(2008)

North West Point 
Christmas Island, 
WA

Offshore 
detention 
centre 

Secure Department of 
Immigration 
and 
Citizenship 

Group 4 Falck 
Global Solutions 
Limited 
Australia 

400 
(nominal), 
800 (surge)

14 (as of 7 
November 
2008)

Gender 
segregation; age 
segregation; 
family units

Glenside mental 
health facility

In use 
(2007)

Glenside SA 5065 Ad hoc - 
mental 
health 
facility 

Semi-
secure 

Department of 
Immigration 
and 
Citizenship 

    

Manus Island 
Offshore 
Processing Facility 

Closed 
(2008)

Lombrum Naval 
Base, Manus 
Province, Papua 
New Guinea

Offshore 
detention 
centre 

Secure Department of 
Immigration 
and 
Citizenship 

International 
Organization for 
Migration

1000  Gender 
segregation; 
family units

Maribyrnong 
Immigration 
Detention Centre

In use 
(2008)

Maidstone, 
Melbourne, VIC

Migrant 
detention 
centre

Secure Department of 
Immigration 
and 
Citizenship 

Group 4 Falck 
Global Solutions 
Limited 
Australia 

75 
(nominal), 
100 (surge)

43 (as of 7 
November 
2008)

Gender 
segregation

Melbourne 
Immigration 
Transit 
Accommodation

In use 
(2008)

Maygar Barracks, 
Broadmeadows, 
VIC

  Department of 
Immigration 
and 
Citizenship

 30 1 (as of 
November 
2008)

 

Nauru Offshore 
Processing Facility

Closed 
(2008)

Topside and State 
House, Nauru

Offshore 
detention 
centre 

Secure Department of 
Immigration 
and 
Citizenship 

International 
Organization for 
Migration 

1500  Gender 
segregation

Northern 
Immigration 
Detention Centre

In use 
(2008)

Berrimah, NT Migrant 
detention 
centre 

Secure Department of 
Immigration 
and 
Citizenship 

Group 4 Falck 
Global Solutions 
Limited 
Australia 

600 8 (as of 7 
November 
2008)

Gender 
segregation

Perth Immigration 
Detention Centre

In use 
(2008)

Redcliffe, WA Migrant 
detention 
centre 

Secure Department of 
Immigration 
and 
Citizenship 

Group 4 Falck 
Global Solutions 
Limited 
Australia 

55 
(nominal), 
64 (surge)

6 (as of 7 
November 
2008)

Gender 
segregation

Perth Immigration 
Residential 
Housing

In use 
(2008)

Redcliffe WA Migrant 
detention 
centre 

Semi-
secure 

Department of 
Immigration 
and 
Citizenship 

Group 4 Falck 
Global Solutions 
Limited 
Australia 

12 6 (as of 7 
November 
2008)

Gender 
segregation; 
family units

Royal Darwin 
Hospital

In use 
(2007)

Casuarina NT Ad hoc - 
public 
hospital 

Semi-
secure 

Department of 
Immigration 
and 
Citizenship 

    

Sydney 
Immigration 
Residential 
Housing

In use 
(2008)

Villawood, NSW Migrant 
detention 
centre 

Semi-
secure 

Department of 
Immigration 
and 
Citizenship 

Group 4 Falck 
Global Solutions 
Limited 
Australia 

34 10 (as of 7 
November 
2008)

Family units

Villawood 
Immigration 
Detention Centre

In use 
(2008)

Villawood, NSW Migrant 
detention 
centre 

Secure Department of 
Immigration 
and 
Citizenship 

Group 4 Falck 
Global Solutions 
Limited 
Australia 

500 
(nominal), 
700 (surge)

118 (as of 7 
November 
2008)

Gender 
segregation
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(This is only a partial list. More detailed information is available upon request.) 
Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC). Annual Report 2006-2007. 
http://www.immi.gov.au/about/reports/annual/2006-07/html/outcome1/output1_2_1.htm (accessed January 2008). 
Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) website. 2008. “Immigration Detention Statistics, November 
2008.” http://www.immi.gov.au/managing-australias-borders/detention/facilities/statistics/ (accessed November 2008). 
Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) website. 2008. “Managing Australia’s Borders: Detention 
Services.” http://www.immi.gov.au/managing-australias-borders/detention/(accessed January 2008). 
Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) website. 2008. “Key Facts in Immigration, Immigration Fact 
Sheet Two.” http://www.immigration.gov.au/media/fact-sheets/02key.htm (accessed January 2008). 
Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) website. 2008. “Migration Program Statistics”. 
http://www.immi.gov.au/media/statistics/statistical-info/visa-grants/migrant.htm (accessed February 2008). 
Global Solutions Limited (GSL) website. 2008. “Immigration Removal Centres.” 
http://www.gslglobal.com/sectors/secure_environment/immigration_removal_centres (accessed January 2008). 
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC). 2007. “Summary of Observations following the 
Inspection of Mainland Immigration Detention Facilities 2007.” December 2007. 
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Map of "In Use" Detention Sites 
For more detailed information, see the complete List of Detention Sites.  
  
Disclaimer | Sources | Categories 
  

  
Country View 

1. Baxter Immigration Detention Facility  
2. Brisbane Immigration Transit Accommodation  
3. Christmas Island Immigration Detention Centre  
4. Glenside Mental Health Facility  
5. Manus Island Offshore Processing Facility  
6. Maribyrnong Immigration Detention Centre  
7. Melbourne Immigration Transit Accomodation  
8. Nauru Offshore Processing Facility  
9. Northern Immigration Detention Centre  

10. Perth Immigration Detention Centre  
11. Perth Immigration Residential Housing  
12. Port Augusta Residential Housing Project  
13. Royal Darwin Hospital  
14. Sydney Immigration Residential Housing  
15. Villawood Immigration Detention Centre  

  
Sources  
(This is only a partial list. More detailed information is available upon request.) 

Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC). Annual Report 2006-2007. http://www.immi.gov.au/about/reports/annual/2006-

Map data ©2011 Europa Technologies, Tele Atlas, Whereis(R), Sensis Pty Ltd -
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07/html/outcome1/output1_2_1.htm (accessed January 2008). 
Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) website. 2008. “Immigration Detention Statistics, November 2008.” 
http://www.immi.gov.au/managing-australias-borders/detention/facilities/statistics/ (accessed November 2008). 
Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) website. 2008. “Managing Australia’s Borders: Detention Services.” 
http://www.immi.gov.au/managing-australias-borders/detention/(accessed January 2008). 
Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) website. 2008. “Key Facts in Immigration, Immigration Fact Sheet Two.” 
http://www.immigration.gov.au/media/fact-sheets/02key.htm (accessed January 2008). 
Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) website. 2008. “Migration Program Statistics”. 
http://www.immi.gov.au/media/statistics/statistical-info/visa-grants/migrant.htm (accessed February 2008). 
Global Solutions Limited (GSL) website. 2008. “Immigration Removal Centres.” 
http://www.gslglobal.com/sectors/secure_environment/immigration_removal_centres (accessed January 2008). 
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC). 2007. “Summary of Observations following the Inspection of Mainland 
Immigration Detention Facilities 2007.” December 2007. 
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Children, Women, and Other Vulnerable Groups 
Children. As of November 2008 there were 13 minors (under 18) living in community detention (which does not 
require the person to be accompanied by a designated person), nine living in alternative temporary detention in 
the community (which includes detention in the community with a designated person in private houses / 
correctional facilities / watch houses / hotels / apartmetns / foster care / hospitals), and one living in immigration 
transit accommodation (DIAC 2008b). No children were being held in immigration detention centres (DIAC 
2008b).  
  
Nearly 1,000 children were held in immigration detention during the course of 1999-2000, 14 percent of whom 
were unaccompanied minors. In 2000-2001, 1,923 children were detained, and in 2001-2002, 1,696 were 
detained. Most of these children arrived by boat. These figures exclude children who were transferred to Nauru 
and Manus Island (HREOC 2004). Between July 1999 and June 2003, 3,125 asylum-seeking children arrived in 
Australia with valid visas (i.e. were not detained). Only 25.4 percent of these visa-holding children were found to 
be legitimate refugees. During that same period, 2,184 children arrived in Australia without a valid visa (i.e. 
were detained) and applied for asylum. Over 90 percent of these were eventually recognized as refugees 
(HREOC 2004).  
  
The Australian government, and in particular the DIAC (which was previously called the Department of 
Immigration and Multicultural Affairs) received great criticism for its practice of detaining minors. The Human 
Rights and Equal Opportunities Commission (HREOC) and the Ombudsman of Australia undertook official 
inquiries between 2002 and 2006 that found the detention of immigrant children to be in breach of international 
law and international human rights standards (HREOC 2004; Ombudsman 2006). HREOC reported that 
children who arrived on Australian territory or Australian territorial waters without a visa prior to 2001 were 
detained in immigration detention centres, reception facilities, and processing centres. After September 2001, 
asylum-seeker children who arrived on Christmas Island, the Ashmore Islands, or the Cocos (Keeling) Islands, 
or who were intercepted by Australian authorities, were transferred to detention centres in Nauru and Papua 
New Guinea’s Manus Island (HREOC 2004).  
  
Both HREOC and the Australian Ombudsman criticized the government for the extensive periods of time that 
children were detained. In December 2003, the average length of immigration detention of a child was one 
year, eight months and 11 days. Many children were released within three months of initial detention, but some 
were detained for much longer (HREOC 2004; Ombudsman 2006). The Ombudsman reported that children 
who were Australian citizens or lawful non-citizens were also sometimes detained as a visitor of their parents 
(Ombudsman 2006). The report stated that DIMA policy relating to children was ambiguous, and it accused 
DIMA staff of practicing unsatisfactory administration with an insufficient understanding of policy and legislation 
which undermined Australian law. Children were often assigned the same immigration status as their parents, 
without individual investigation (Ombudsman 2006).  
  
Since the publication of these reports there have been extensive changes in DIAC policy and practice relating 
to the detention of children. As of July 2005, the Australian government declared that children would be 
detained in immigration only as a last resort, introducing legislative changes and a reform program that 
improved the administrative processes and staff attitudes in relations to the detention of children (Ombudsman 
2006). Since 2005, the numbers of children in detention have decreased significantly. All families with children 
have since been moved from immigration detention centres into community detention, or alternative temporary 
detention in the community. They can still spend up to four to six weeks in detention centres, however, while 
their referrals are considered for community detention (DIAC 2007).  
  
Women. As of November 2008, there were 17 women in immigration detention and 29 women in alternative 
temporary detention in community (DIAC 2008b).  
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A research project on women in immigration detention published by Cox and Priest in 2005 found that women, 
as a minority of detainees in immigration detention facilities, require protection against prejudices, as well as 
attention for specific needs relating to contraception, reproduction, mothering, healthcare, and potential 
harassment and violence. The researchers claimed that Australian facilities had insufficient guidelines on 
privacy and access to female guards and workers; that the clothing needs and particular modesty requirements 
were inadequate; that there was no direct access to specialists and general medical practitioners; that mothers 
were denied privacy and the opportunity to fulfill family needs; and that there were insufficient protocols and 
procedures surrounding gynecological services, fertility control, antenatal and postnatal care and support (Cox 
& Priest 2005).  
  
The Australian National Audit Office (ANAO 2005-2006) criticized the contract processes with GSL Australia, 
particularly in reference to information flows and administrative problems relating to the detention of women 
(ANAO in Cox & Priest 2005). The Palmer report (2005) found that arrangements governing surveillance of 
female detainees were not acceptable. The report recommended that contract requirements between the 
Government and GSL Australia insist that “in all but emergency or extraordinary circumstances, surveillance of 
female detainees should be done by female detention officers” (Palmer 2005).  
  
Since the 2005 policy changes relating to the detention of children, the number of women in immigration 
detention has declined, with more women now staying in Immigration Residential Housing than in Immigration 
Detention Centres (DIAC 2008c).  
  
Trafficked persons. There is no information available on the numbers of trafficked persons who are detained in 
immigration detention centres in Australia. When DIAC identifies detainees who have worked in the sex 
industry, they are interviewed and if evidence indicates trafficking has occurred, the interviewees are referred to 
the Australian Federal Police (DIAC 2003).  
  
Australia is a destination country for trafficked persons, primarily women originating from East Asia and Eastern 
Europe for commercial sexual exploitation (Piper 2005). They often travel to Australia voluntarily to work in legal 
and illegal brothels, and are then subject to debt bondage or involuntary servitude. The U.S. Department of 
State reported incidents of men and women from India, the People’s Republic of China, and South Korea who 
have also migrated to Australia under labor slavery, debt bondage, and involuntary servitude (Department of 
State USA 2007). It is estimated that up to 1,000 women are paying off “debt” in Australia at any one time, 
though this number does not include women who have paid off their debt and remain in Australia (Project 
Respect 2008).  
  
Australia’s domestic trafficking laws were extended during 2006 to cover deception, exploitative employment 
conditions and contracts, or debt bondage. Penalties for traffickers were increased for trafficking in children and 
for employers who exploit workers under forced labor, sexual servitude, or slavery. During 2006, there were 
four convictions for sex trafficking, with an additional six sex trafficking and two labor trafficking cases before 
the courts. The Transnational Sexual Exploitation and Trafficking Teams (TSETT) within the Australian Federal 
Police investigated 14 possible trafficking cases in 2006. In late 2006, a Bangladeshi domestic worker filed a 
complaint of involuntary servitude work conditions against a United Arab Emirates diplomat in Australia 
(Department of State USA 2007).  
  
The government provides resources to support anti-trafficking throughout Southeast Asia, including law enforcement 
training, victim assistance, and prevention activities. Victims of trafficking, their family members, or witnesses are 
encouraged to participate in the investigations of traffickers. Dozens of assistance visas have been granted since January 
2004, permitting such people to remain lawfully in Australia during investigations. These visa holders are entitled to 
shelter, counseling, and food and living allowances, as administered by the government’s Support for Victims of People 
Trafficking. Australia also funds two return and reintegration activities in the Asia region, including one for trafficked 
women and children, and the second specifically for Thai victims. The government has also introduced a referral protocol 
and interviewing procedure for trafficking cases (Department of State USA 2007). 
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Controversies and Criticism 
A number of official inquiries and investigations into immigration detention conditions were conducted between 
2000 and 2007. The findings of these investigations have spurred severe criticism of detention conditions in 
Australia, and in some cases have brought changes in policies and practices.  
  
Mandatory detention. Church representatives, refugee advocacy groups, and human rights activists have 
 criticized the mandatory nature of detention of non-citizens in Australia. Asylum seekers, they claim, are 
punished prior to the determination of their asylum status (Einfeld 1993, Birrell 1993, and Brennan 1993 in 
Stevens 2002). In 1998, the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC) declared that 
Australia’s detention regime violated the 1966 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights through the 
denial of the refugees’ right to liberties. The Minister for Immigration has responded to these criticisms by 
arguing that Australia has the right to exercise its sovereignty in determining who can enter and remain 
(Ruddock 2000 in Stevens 2002).  
  
The detention management. A complaint was launched against GSL Australia in 2005 by the International 
Commission of Jurists (ICJ), Rights and Accountability in Development (RAID), the Human Rights Council of 
Australia (HRCA), Children out of Detention (ChilOut), and the Brotherhood of St Laurence, based on the 
Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD). They claimed that GSL, through its public-private partnership contract with the government, is fully 
responsible for the management of the centres and therefore must be held accountable for the human rights of 
detainees. Violations of human rights, they claimed, were well documented by national and UN human rights 
bodies and the UN refugee agency. Violations included the detention of immigrants without a specified or legal 
time limit and inadequate access to appropriate health care, causing high occurrence of depression, self-harm, 
and suicide attempts (International Commission of Jurists 2005; libertysecurity.org 2005).  
  
In separate accounts in 2002 and 2003, detainees were reported to have set four of the seven Australian 
immigration detention centres on fire, with police reporting that inmates started fires and attacked guards with 
iron bars in breakout attempts. Detainees were said to have participated in these riots in protest to their 
inhumane treatment (DIAC 2002).  
  
The 2005 Palmer Report, a government-sanctioned report spurred by the unlawful detention of Cornelia Rau, a 
German-born Australian resident, concluded that the management of detention centres was fraught with 
organizational problems that jeopardized the government’s capacity to carry out its migration policy while 
respecting human dignity. It concluded that Rau’s detention in Brisbane Women’s Correctional Centre for six 
months was purely administrative and far removed from the Migration Series Instructions, which  set out 
guidelines for fulfilling public interest powers in reference to the Migration Act 1958 (Palmer 2005).  
  
The detention services contract with GSL Australia was, the Palmer report stated, “fundamentally flawed” and 
incapable of producing outcomes expected by the government, detainees, and Australian people (Palmer 
2005). Mental health assessments and care of detainees were found to be inappropriate, with communication 
barriers between health care workers and immigration detention center staff. External accountability 
mechanisms were reportedly lacking, in addition to staff cultural and attitudinal problems, a clear lack of 
executive leadership, and a great disconnect between detention policy, management in Canberra, and the time 
reality of processing detainees (Palmer 2005).  
  
Length of detention. The extensive periods of immigration detention in Australia, since the initial 273 day limit 
was lifted in the early 1990s, has long been in the subject of criticism. In 2004, P.N. Bhagwati, a regional 
adviser for the UNHCR in the Asia Pacific, stated that detainees in the Woomera Immigration Detention centre 
“were prisoners without having committed any offence” (cited in Leach & Mansouri 2004). In 2007, HREOC 
reported on the excessive periods of detention of unlawful immigrants, citing cases such as the stateless 
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Kashmiri Peter Qasim, who was transferred to a psychiatric hospital after being detained for over six years; and 
three-year-old Naomi Leong, who was released in 2005 after being detained all her life (HREOC 2007). Earlier, 
in 2005, the Palmer Report had attributed the lengthy periods of detention to inadequate formal training of 
management staff, a lack of understanding of legislation, and a primitive database infrastructure used for the 
processing and coordination of detainees (Palmer 2005).  
  
Improvements. HREOC reported marked improvements to detention conditions since the 2005 policy changes, 
including a significant reduction in tension levels and more positive attitudes of DIAC and GSL staff. There were 
no complaints from detainees during HREOC’s 2007 visit, in contrast to the multiple complaints HREOC 
reported in previous years. Many of the problems previously raised by HREOC had been corrected by 2007, 
with refurbishments and renovations continuing to improve the physical environment of centres. Programs and 
activities were more readily available to detainees, including increased access to the Internet, excluding those 
in the NIDC. HREOC also praised the new Sydney and Perth Immigration Residential Housing facilities which, 
they claim, improve the living conditions of detainees (HREOC 2007).  
  
HREOC still had some criticisms, however, claiming that the external excursion programs, which had increased 
during 2006, had been reduced at all facilities, with the exception of NIDC. HREOC claimed there was a clear 
connection between external excursion programs and reductions in tensions, health, and mental health 
complaints. In addition, HREOC reported in 2007 that the Villawood Immigration Detention Centre, which 
houses some of the most long-term detainees, remained the “most prison-like of all facilities,” and 
recommended further refurbishments there (HREOC 2007). 
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Detention Facts and Figures 
All non-citizens who arrive in Australia without a visa, who overstay their visa, who have their visa cancelled, or 
who are detained as illegal foreign fishers on Australian territorial waters are classified as being unlawfully in 
Australia and can currently be placed in immigration detention. According to the Australian Department of 
Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC), the main nationalities of people detained since 2002 have been 
Indonesian, Chinese, Malaysian, and Korean. Most detainees from Indonesia are unlawful foreign fishers held, 
according to the DIAC, “only for a short period of time.” The main nationalities of those detained between 2000 
and 2002 were Afghani, Iraqi, Iranian, Palestinian, Malaysian, and Sri Lankan (DIAC 2008e).  
  
When a non-citizen, including asylum seekers, is refused permission to stay in Australia, he or she can remain 
in detention until deported. The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (UNHCR) questions the “unlawful” 
status assigned to those detainees who request asylum, defining a person as a refugee as soon as his or her 
circumstances fit the definition, rather than when formal “refugee” status is given to them. There have been 
numerous cases of asylum seekers who, after being detained, were eventually granted refugee status (HREOC
2004).  
  
In July 2008, the government proposed circumscribing its policy of mandatory detention for asylum seekers. 
The proposal, if passed by the Senate, would allow irregular non-citizens that don’t pose a security threat to be 
released into the community while their visa status is evaluated or they await deportation. The Christmas Island 
offshore detention centre would continue to be used for initial processing, health, and security checks of people 
intercepted offshore, but detainees would be granted access to legal assistance (Senator Evans 2008).  
  
As of November 2008 there were 279 people held in immigration detention in Australia (DIAC 2008b). The total 
number of people detained at some time during 2006-2007 was 5,485, compared to 8,587 in 2004-2005 (the 
12-month period is from July to June). There were 4,718 people taken into immigration detention during 2006-
2007, compared with 7,522 in 2004-2005 (DIAC Annual Report 2006-2007). These figures illustrate a marked 
decrease in the detention of immigrants in recent years, matched by the closure of a number of previously key 
immigration detention centres during 2007. Of the 279 people in immigration detention as of November 
2008, 175 were detained as a result of overstaying or breaching the conditions of their visa and 14 were illegal 
foreign fishers. 34 detainees were unauthorized boat arrivals and 46 were unauthorized air arrivals. 41 of the 
detainees were seeking asylum or judicial review of a decision in relation to their application for a protection 
visa (DIAC 2008b).  
  
Immigration detention statistics are updated fortnightly by the Department of Immigration and Citizenship and 
can be viewed at on its website.  
  
There were 5,044 people released from immigration detention during 2006-07, of which 150 had been granted 
a protection visa to remain in Australia, 610 were released in Australia based on other grounds, and 4,284 were 
removed from Australia (DIAC Annual Report 2006-2007).  
  
In 2006-2007, there were 6,768 people deported from Australia, including those removed once released from 
immigration detention, and those deported upon arrival. Of these, 2,335 were removal departures, classified as 
unlawful non-citizens under section 198 of the Migration Act, or a deportee under section 200 of the Migration 
Act. The remaining 4,433 were classified as monitored departures. A total of 1,673 illegal foreign fishers were 
removed during 2006-2007 (DIAC Annual Report 2006-2007).  
  
Onshore and offshore asylum seekers. The majority of refugees granted asylum in Australia shelter in 
neighboring countries before applying for refugee status (Refugee Council of Australia 2008). The 
government’s Offshore Humanitarian Program sets a quota of refugee resettlement places each year, which 
was 13,000 in 2006-2007. More than 11,000 of these were allocated, as some were carried over, brought 
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forward, or re-credited from the previous or following years. More that 6,000 were classified as refugee places 
and 5,283 were Special Humanitarian Program and Initial Onshore Protection places (DIAC Annual Report 
2006-2007). Australia’s refugee recognition rate in 2000 was 25 percent higher than the average of 7 percent 
for industrialized countries in 2000 (UNHCR 2001 in Baillet 2003). According to the statistics provided by the 
UN High Commissioner for Refugees (2007), as of the end of 2006, there was some 1,400 people seeking 
asylum in Australia.  
  
Asylum seekers who are not granted refugee status offshore and who arrive in Australia are categorized as 
non-Australian citizens, unlawfully in Australia. The frequent passage to Australia by asylum seekers can 
include a journey by air to Malaysia or Indonesia, as well as contact with and payment to people-smugglers for 
false passports and a boat ride to Australia (Leach & Mansouri 2004, pp. 33-34). These asylum seekers are 
detained upon arrival. Some are allowed to stay in alternative destination programs (see the section “Detention 
Infrastructure”). Until December 2007, some unauthorized immigrants were moved to offshore processing 
centres, such as Nauru or Papua New Guinea (DIAC 2007).  
  
If an asylum seeker passes the initial investigation into the legitimacy of their refugee status, they are granted a 
Temporary Permit Visa (TPV). The TPV provides three-year temporary residence and protection in Australia. 
Further protection can be applied for prior to the expiration of the initial TPV, but those who do not apply for 
further protection and remain in Australia are classified as unlawful, and can be detained or removed (DIAC 
2008g).  
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Discussion of Sources 
Information in this profile has been gathered from various sources, including official government documents and 
statistics, academic studies, local and international human rights organizations, media reports, and legal 
documents. Information on detention facilities is mainly derived from the Australian Department of Immigration 
and Citizenship (DIAC) websites and reports from 2006, 2007, and 2008.  
  
The number of detention sites mentioned in this document is based on information provided by the DIAC and 
does not include a comprehensive list of sites and facilities considered “alternatives to detention.” Limited 
information is available on the frequency of use, locations, levels of security, and duration of detention for other 
forms of alternative detention in private houses, correctional facilities, watch houses, hotels, apartments, foster 
care, and hospitals and Residential Housing Centres. The DIAC claims that residential housing offers a 
“domestic environment with greater autonomy for the detained, while remaining formally in immigration 
detention” (DIAC 2008).  
  
Much information on detainees is derived from reports produced by international or national non-governmental 
organizations, human rights groups, and the Australian human rights ombudsman office. Academic studies, and 
to a certain extent media reports, have been useful for understanding the historical, social, economic, and 
political contexts of irregular immigration to Australia. 
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