Submission to Human Rights Commission.   16 June, 2009.

Who am I and what right do I have to comment on this discussion paper?  

Since January, 2004, I have been volunteering my services at Milpera School at Chelmer in Brisbane---a school for refugees and immigrants aged approximately 12 to 18 from all over the world---every Tuesday morning for 3.5 hours assisting teachers of English and their students. I enclose---in posted hard copy form---a reference from one of the teachers I have assisted since 2004. This work has made me aware of the extreme value of a one on one working relationship with the students.

In 2006, a group of local citizens, who now call themselves AFAR ---Air Fares for African Refugees--- concerned at the inability of African Australians to finance the fares necessary to bring out family members to Australia, banded together  and raised in excess of $75,000 as a pool of money to pay for airfares for relatives---spouses, children and siblings---of African Australians to migrate to Australia. This money is lent interest free to African Australians and they repay the money over an agreed time period. As at 15 June, 2009,  29 families (43 adults and 77 children) have received loans totalling in excess of $174,000. As this money is repaid, it is re-loaned to other families. All repayments have been or are being made according to the conditions of the loan, except one. Due to extenuating circumstances, this loan is being repaid in smaller amounts than was originally agreed to.

I am currently working with (volunteering) or assisting 6 African families in  south east Qld. They come from Sudan, Kenya, Ethiopia and Liberia. I have now ceased assisting in the teaching of English with two other families. (For reasons, see below). I have become aware of the following matters which, in some cases, are having serious consequences on their physical, emotional and psychological health, and their faith---or lack of it---in the judicial system. I wish to stress at this stage that I have virtually no tangible evidence that the stories and events told to me ---some in confidence---are true. In a number of cases, I have sighted documents---some from Government departments---relating to the stories. Having gained the confidence of these people over several years, I make the assumption that, in their everyday conversation with me, they are not concocting fairy stories for my benefit. It is for you to decide whether to accept or reject the stories related below.
1.  In some cases, these people are unable to read or write English, even though they can be readily understood when they speak English. Consequently, any written information they are provided with is often ignored or is not understood. Unless the English speaker clearly and slowly enunciates their words without slang or idiom, the message does not get through to the person whose first language is not English. One has only to listen in to conversations in everyday life between “English” people and African people to be aware of this.
2. Teaching English to adults who have never experienced school and whose sole knowledge of their first language is as the spoken word, is fraught with huge difficulties.

3.  School reports written by teachers in normal English. In one particular case, I was asked by the parent to read the report and explain what it meant. Not only are the written words not understood, but the implications and unwritten words in the report are not comprehended. When the children know more English than the parents, it is very, very difficult for the parents to administer discipline regarding homework, watching TV, videos, computers etc. In some cases, the parents have never been to school. Their education has been the result of practical experience  and word of mouth passed down by the elders. The parents do not appreciate the value and absolute necessity of a basic western education if their children are to survive and prosper in a western society. These factors need to be clearly explained to African Australians preferably by their countrymen and women who have already obtained an education here and are aware of its value.
4.In the two situations where I have withdrawn from assisting African Australian families, I have done so because my sole duty at their home was to assist the elderly people to learn English. The 2 people concerned had arrived in Australia with their son/daughter and their families. The son/daughter could understand English. The 2 elderly people spoke no English, were not eligible for free English classes at TAFE, were unable to travel independently on public transport, but desperately wanted to at least be able to greet the neighbours, answer the telephone, call for help if necessary and, above all, to greet their grandchildren on their return from school. One of my saddest experiences was observing a young child, just home from school, throw herself into the arms of her grandmother who hugged and kissed her  and hardly a word was spoken between them, let alone understood, as the child knew no Arabic. These 2 elderly people learnt their own language in spoken form. They had never been to school and had never learnt to read or write. Trying to teach English to such people is very, very difficult. I see no evidence that these elderly African Australians are catered for as far as English tuition is concerned.
5.The jobs which a number of African people have are sometimes the lowest paid jobs often at the minimum wage or less. A conversation partly overheard in a train recently between two African women mentioned “…cleaning…..$3 per hour.” In these difficult economic circumstances, small businesses may be prone to exploit disadvantaged workers. Fear of losing their job prevents these workers from taking any action, as well as their lack of confidence in their knowledge of English, the justice system and their rights and responsibilities.
6. I am aware of 2 cases where African Australian women have worked  in their countries of birth as  a) a book keeper







       b) a nurse.

While they may have no formal qualifications or certificates, they have practical experience in their chosen vocations. This experience should be recognised in Australia and, should they so wish, they should be encouraged to pursue their vocation and obtain formal qualifications. I am unaware of any incentives by government for people to pursue such matters.

7.. The costs African families  in Australia have to bear in order to bring other family members to this country can have very significant effects on their physical, emotional and psychological health. Working overtime, having several jobs, and doing shift work often leads to poor nutrition, no family time together and neglect of childrens` needs, as well as highly stressful situations. The provision of small loans  to these people  by  members of the white community have helped a great deal in relieving tense and potentially fatal situations. There is obviously an urgent need for government to investigate financial support for African Australian families

a) to bring out close relatives to Australia viz. siblings, children and parents

b) to assist with costs such as those mentioned below.

In cases I know of, African Australians have been unable to borrow from the major banks, mainly because of their lack of assets. Consequently, they tend to borrow from commercial money lenders who charge exorbitant interest rates. The establishment of something like a Grameen type bank, first established by Professor Younis in Bangladesh, may be an option which could be considered as a low interest bank for African Australians with negligible assets.
May I also suggest that the Australian government investigate ways and means of curbing blatant corruption in African countries---some of it possibly sanctioned by government departments and officials---whereby African Australians are paying exorbitant fees for services  as shown below. AFAR funds are used  solely to pay for airfares. All AFAR loans are interest free  to these people and require only an agreement to repay the money as they are able, from Centrelink benefits and /or their wages, which are usually the bare minimum.
8.

One family I am aware of has recently borrowed approximately $4000 from her African community friends and $6000 from her white Australian friends in order to pay for:

  a) birth certificates ---or equivalent.

  b) medical certificates

for her 3 orphaned grandchildren---previously 4, as the youngest one died late in 2008.

The details of obtaining the medical certificates are as follows;

$1600 Aust. for each child to have a chest X-ray, a urine test and a medical examination at the Pasteur Clinic in Conakry, Guinea.
$59 Aust. for each child, one way, for transport from their village to Conakry, and transport for the childrens` carer. As the medical test, chest X-ray and urine test are conducted on 3 separate, consecutive days, accommodation and meals have to be paid for for 3 days, as well as the costs for the childrens` carer in Conakry. Costs such as these impose heavy burdens on these families, resulting in the families being deprived of adequate nutrition, and the adults experiencing excessive and constant stress. This particular family will have to pay additional money to obtain visas for the children and then the air fares for the 3 children from Conakry to Brisbane (approx. $3500 Aust. per child).
9.  An African gentleman from Kenya lodged an appeal against a decision of the State Legal Aid office not to grant him legal aid. The deadline for the appeal was December 24. The appeal was duly lodged and posted to the Legal Aid office (Post Office Box address) in Brisbane in plenty of time for the office to receive it well before the deadline, in the ordinary course of business. When no reply was obtained from the office by about late February, a phone call to the office revealed that they denied ever receiving the correspondence. ( This was the second time in 4     months that this African gentleman had written to the Legal Aid office and the office had denied receiving the correspondence). The office requested that a copy of the correspondence be forwarded to them. This was duly done and a phone call to the office a few days later revealed that they had received the letter. They informed the African gentleman that they would consider the matter and get back to him in due course. He is still waiting to hear from them as at 20 June.


Matters such as this do nothing to encourage faith in the system of justice meted out to people of a different race. This gentleman has lost all faith in the system and has given up on the Legal Aid office. While I would like to pursue this matter, my friend has requested that I not do so. Is the system of justice better in Australia than in his country?  Certainly not in his experience.
10. An African gentleman  borrowed money from AFAR in order to bring to Australia his niece and nephew whose father was dying from Aids. He arranged for a distant relative---going back 3 generations---- from Africa, to accompany the 2 children. The distant relative (female) brought her own child with her. Disputes arose over the bias the female was giving to her own child compared to the niece and nephew of the African gentleman. A domestic violence situation arose, and the female and 3 children were transferred to other accommodation. During a subsequent court case, the female made written allegations against the African gentleman, who was not given the opportunity to respond to those allegations. He was represented by a solicitor who advised him  to plead guilty or agree to a Consent without Admission Order being made against him.     
As a result of the court case, the African gentleman was not allowed to make any contact with his niece and nephew. He has a conviction recorded against his name. I have been through the allegations made by the African lady with this gentleman and he assures me that many of them are false. All he is asking for is a hearing where he can put his case to an independent arbitrater. An attempt at mediation through the community elders resulted in the African lady not agreeing to mediation. The  lack of opportunity for this man to present his case and to challenge the allegations made against him, leaves him with no confidence in the Australian system of justice. It does leave him with an incentive to take matters into his own hands. These delays of justice represent a denial of justice.
10. An African gentleman, separated and divorced from his African wife while in Australia,---there was one child from the marriage--- went to visit his ex-wife in order to see his daughter. Upon arrival, he was met by the ex-wife`s male friend, who would not allow him to see his daughter. A scuffle broke out, police were called and, as there were no other witnesses to the event, the story as related by the ex-wife and her male friend was believed, while the African gentleman`s story was not believed. The police advised the African gentleman to obtain witnesses in order to back up his version of events. There were none.

11. Another African family---4 teenage children and one adult--- live in a one bedroom flat in Brisbane. The adult works night shifts, doesn`t see the  children on their return from school in the afternoon, and doesn`t see them in the morning prior to their departure for school. They meet up together at weekends. These conditions are imposing severe stresses on both adult and children.
12. I have heard stories from several African gentlemen about African women who are granted custody of, or who are caring for, children, in order to obtain generous handouts  from the government. In some cases, this money is not being spent on the children, but is being sent back to the womens` families in Africa. Obviously, the men are most upset that their children are not benefiting from the government handouts. Unless steps are taken to curb this practice, incentives remain for people to take matters into their own hands. Again, delayed justice can lead to dire consequences. May be a voucher system entitling the holder to purchase food/clothing for children could be introduced. May be restrictions could be introduced restricting the remittance of government handouts back to Africa.
13.  One African gentleman---an Australian citizen---I am aware of returned to Africa, got married, returned to Australia and then applied to have his wife join him here. In his African culture, it was his duty to support his wife. Consequently, he was sending $200 per fortnight to Africa to pay for her board and lodging. Out of the minimum wage he received of $16 per hour, this was a very large sum. In addition, he was paying rent on a very small 2 roomed flat with community bathroom and toilet facilities, as well as his own expenses  for food and transport to/from work. It has taken 16 months for the paperwork to be approved by the Federal government for his wife to finally arrive here. As far as I am aware, there are no tax concessions  which apply to an Australian citizen financially supporting his spouse in another country. The stresses imposed on this gentleman by his financial plight were very considerable.
14. Case workers allocated to African Australians are, in my limited experience, of limited value. In general, they do not form close friendships with their clients and hence are not privy to the confidences normally shared with a loyal friend. I understand that one case worker may have several clients to attend to, resulting in meetings with a particular client occurring very occasionally. For case workers, it is a job which has to be done. For volunteers, it is usually as a result of compassion, empathy and a general desire to help. Of the 6 families I visit, I have never yet received an enquiry from any of them which I would regard as trivial. Many of the enquiries require action within 24 hours---sometimes due to a lack of planning and foresight, but not always.  The weak link here is the lack of speedy, efficient and effective access to other services such as legal aid, as detailed below, and the bureaucratic bungling found in local, state and federal government agencies. An ombudsman with sufficient powers and resources, including interpreters, to access government agencies and corporations quickly, efficiently and effectively is required if African Australians are to receive a just outcome to their problems. One of the greatest hindrances are aspects of the Privacy Act, behind which government agencies and corporations hide.   I can`t help wondering if the death of the orphaned grandchild (see section 4) could have been avoided if the Federal government had acted  more quickly.
15. Re legal advice.  There is a RAILS---Refugee and Immigration Legal Service---operating at West End in Brisbane. A telephone call to them revealed that no appointment could be booked with them. Access to their services meant turning up on a Friday afternoon at 5 pm, joining the queue and waiting. The first 8 people in the queue would be seen. If you were number 9 in the queue, you came back again the following week  and hoped that you were in the first 8!!!---a farcical situation.

16. I was recently assisting a young 18 year old African Australian complete forms for a Youth Study Allowance so he could attend TAFE. Firstly, he had to identify himself i.e. provide documents adding up to 100 points. All he could provide was a Visa---80 points, and his name on a family Medicare card-----10 points. Unable to achieve 100 points, his application failed.
As a result of  my experience in assisting African Australians, I am convinced that a close personal relationship which involves genuine care and compassion and absolute trust on both sides, is the best way to help these families. The role of suitable mentors such as retired citizens with a genuine interest in helping others cannot be overemphasized.
A further matter about which the Committee should be aware is the fact that the meeting called in Brisbane at 5pm. on 16 May at the Multicultural Development Association office in Stanley St., South Brisbane, to hear comments from AfricanAustralians and people working with African communities, failed to eventuate.

On arriving at the advertised site at the advertised time, my African friend and I  found the building locked and vacant. This was a considerable setback to my friend, as he had come along prepared to make numerous salient points to the Committee. As far as he was concerned, this was just another slap in the face for African people in Australia. I am unaware of any apology made by the Committee to the African community in Brisbane to date.







David Hanger.
