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For this report, I would like to share a series of personal observations about the current state of our refugee crisis. I accept that these views may seem controversial and that it will sound like a big whinge, but bear with me. I think I owe it to you to share my experiences of dealing with a certain portion of the refugee population.
After years working of with refugees, I’ve concluded that new arrivals can be sorted into three basic groups.

First, there are the ones I call ‘genuine refugees’. These are people who for a variety of reasons have had to take to their heels and flee for their lives. These are the people who are grateful for ANY chance of sanctuary anywhere. They’re the people who try to rebuild their lives in neighbouring countries. They’re the people who wait patiently for their turn for a UNHCR placement in a wealthier third party country. These are the people who, once they arrive, try their best to adapt. They struggle to ensure their families enjoy success and happiness they couldn’t find in their homelands. These people are survivors in the truest and best sense of the word. 
Next are the ones who came to test the waters. They generally come over as tourists or students; few apply for asylum as soon as they arrive. Most live in Australia for a few weeks or months or even years before asking for asylum. Too many just overstay their visas and only ask for refuge AFTER they’re caught out. In many cases I’ve dealt with, these people are given asylum, but not before a long legal battle. The facts are against them - they arrived through legitimate channels, they were clearly eligible for exit visas from their homelands, they usually have more resources (financial and otherwise) – all these things raise more questions as their case is processed. 
Could many of these people have simply been trying to short-circuit a system that wouldn’t let them settle as migrants rather than as refugees? It’s entirely possible. Most are well educated and motivated, rarely staying dependent on welfare assistance for long. By on large, they’re assets to Australian society. I just wonder sometimes if they’re taking spots away from people in greater need, that our mis-targeted migration policy is making a mess of refugee policy.
Lastly, there are the cases where I wonder if we’re being conned. The cases I’m talking about are at the extreme end of the asylum seeker spectrum – they start as tales of woe you can’t help but feel for, and yet they all seem to follow the same path to similar endings.  Worse, their number seems to be steadily rising. 
To put it bluntly, there are too many unaccompanied minors and too many refugees who claim extreme risk of death or torture who happily board flights for holidays in their homeland as soon as their visa is approved. 

The saga of the unaccompanied minors is freakish. Sending children on perilous journeys to a theoretical ‘promised land’ is a story as old as Moses, but when we have dozens of such cases, serious questions have to be asked about the motives of the parents. This is especially true when we see how this story has played out in the past. The child arrives in Australia, sometimes claiming to be an orphan and sometimes claiming to have been sent over by desperate parents. They’re then looked after by the Aussie tax payer at great expense until adulthood. As soon as they turn 18 or 20, they invariably seem to find those lost parents and try to bring their families over. These are large families by Australian standards, never less than five people. 
When they arrive, they’re invariably long term welfare dependents. The majority are illiterate even in their own languages, rarely educated beyond mid-primary school level. They frequently have major medical problems that need urgent attention even before mental health questions are addressed and are so completely out of their element it’s doubtful they’ll ever truly be independent. If they have a trade, it’s unlikely to be a trade or qualification that’d be recognised in Australia; couple that with the education issue and you know they’ll be jobless for a longer time than most.
But the one thing that gets me about ALL the above categories of refugees is that there’s a large proportion who just act in a counter-intuitive manner. For example, many settled refugees don’t seem to think twice about going back “home” for a holiday, or an arranged marriage or so forth. 
This always surprises me. Didn’t they arrive in Australia, supposedly fleeing the threat of death or persecution? I know DIMIA doesn’t keep a watch over people once their residency visas are granted – they’re doing nothing illegal. I wonder though, do they have no sense of shame? Do they, at the very least, sense the irony of their behaviour? What of their moral duty to this, their adopted homeland?
I know this is sounding mean spirited; but when you see this pattern played out over and over again, you start to wonder if this is a scam, played out to sucker in a kind hearted but gullible public?  

All too often, I end up having to translate for refugees who just cant stop complaining about their housing, their health or other needs not being dealt with quick enough, their payments not being big enough. There’s a sense of entitlement, as though we owe them priority over native Aussies. Goodness knows we have enough of our own problems that need better funding or support – homelessness, aged care and mental health come to mind immediately. We seem to have neglected them in favour of joining wars without end, wars that bring more welfare dependents to our shores.

We hear so many politicians talk about the refugee problem as being… 
1. either too big to deal with or at the other extreme

2. we’re a rich country, we can afford to help more. 
Might I suggest that both sides have it wrong? 
We have a patchwork approach to the refugee problem; the policy makers are so busy plugging leaks in the broken parts of the system that they will never be able to question the workings of the whole bloated, confused mess. The problem is multidisciplinary, but the solutions are coming piecemeal and politically expedient. 
This is the heart of the problem.
Let’s take just one corner of the problem – housing. Australia already has a housing affordability crisis and we’re feeling a severe squeeze on rental property markets. I think we can all agree then that settling new arrivals in the largest East coast cities is a catastrophic decision. Yet here we are, housing newly approved asylum seekers in motels. DIMIA has to rent whole complexes for months at a time. 
Why? This solution is massively more expensive than even constructing brand new hostels but it persists because of the politics of the issue, wrapped as it is in alternating layers of NIMBYism, xenophobia and the unedifying ravings of radio shock-jocks. 
Considering housing for the Afghan refugees, we can see that big families fundamentally mean big problems, especially when combined with the trend towards settlement in the major east coast cities. One family I’ve worked with has eight children; the only solution available was renting two large adjacent apartments to house them all together. They weren’t exactly in the inner city but you can imagine it wasn’t cheap. 
Nobody came out happy in that deal – it was expensive and hardly a satisfactory, lasting outcome. 
But this is where we are right now.

Villawood is often held as a standard of some sort; there are those who see it as a model for battling a bunch of conflated issues - a refugee / border protection / immigration chimera. Others see it as a blight on our international and moral obligations. The truth lies somewhere in between; thankfully it’s not the same as the facilities on Nauru or Christmas Island. It is mainly a place for detaining people whose applications have failed appeals and are awaiting deportation. 
These facilities and many others like them are tragic stop-gaps, solutions dreamt up to relieve policy makers from the burden of having to take a step back and realise there are many more facets to the problems individual departments and compartmentalised systems usually face.
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