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BY HEIDI MCCULLOCH



As the Editor-in-Chief, it is inspiring to see yet another edition 

come to fruition and witness our magazine and passionate 

team of volunteers grow in numbers and strength. AM-

UNITY’s lifeblood stems from its hard-working and skilled 

contributors who have poured hours of voluntary work to 

ensure the magazine’s high journalistic standards prevail.

The need for responsible journalism, objectivity and free 

expression are more pressing than ever before as the rise 

of racism, discrimination, prejudice and intolerance are 

penetrating societies around the world. Let’s face it- human 

rights are under increasing threat. Edition 11 acknowledges 

this shift by bringing human right abuses to the forefront of 

the reader’s attention. From the detrimental impact of climate 

change on vulnerable communities, to Australia’s damaging 

refugee policy and medieval rituals practised in Papa New 

Guinea, to examining the power of gender activism in Egypt, 

each article presented in Edition 11 aims to educate and inspire 

its readers to take action.

AM-UNITY is a publication that doesn’t just report on human 

rights issues; it stands for social justice, equality and free 

expression. Working off Amnesty’s core campaigning model 

to create a world where everyone can enjoy human rights, 

AM-UNITY recognises the power of pen and paper to instil 

change. In a world where journalists, activists, and human 

rights campaigners are being targeted by government forces 

and pro-government militias, AM-UNITY will always remain a 

safe space to write, draw and ultimately campaign for justice, 

transparency and accountability. 

As always, this edition presents you with opportunities to take 

action from the content and artwork you read. So sit back and 

enjoy everything this publication has to offer.

Thank you,

Julija Veljkovic

Editor in Chief

EDITOR’S NOTE MEET THE TEAM
It all started with history lessons, where Julija was first 

introduced to the devastating impacts of U.S foreign policy  

in developing countries. Inspired by her first contact with 

politics, Julija combined her passion for writing with her 

desire to pursue a meaningful career, resulting in a Bachelor’s 

of Broadcast Journalism.  Long story short, Julija decided to 

test Melbourne’s windy wrath for a Master of International 

Relations. Since then she has volunteered in the non-profit 

sector, campaigning for refugee rights, children rights and 

women's rights.

As a writer, she is deeply passionate about human rights, social 

justice and community development. As a global citizen, Julija 

feels responsible advocating for social causes through the 

power of storytelling.

Thom is a freelance writer and Master of International 

Relations graduate based in Melbourne. As a writer and 

political thinker, Thom is primarily concerned with the causal 

intersection between human rights abuses, climate change, 

global capitalism, food security, and the ever looming threat of 

nuclear annihilation.

Fraser is a communication designer and content creator. 

He has studied, worked and volunteered in different parts 

of the world and enjoys immersing himself in unknown 

environments and uncomfortable situations. Fraser’s 

hugely passionate about human rights and protecting and 

empowering the vulnerable, and aims to find a way for this to 

become a core part of his life. He's keen to increase awareness 

of global and local human rights issues among Australian 

youth and to encourage more young creatives to get involved. 

Rod is a local freelance photographer specialising in events, 

editorial and portrait photography. He studied design at RMIT 

and photography at NMIT before buying a one- way ticket to 

Venezuela to be with a girl he’d met for three days.

Sophia is a Commerce student in her final year, majoring in

Finance and Business Analytics at the University of Sydney.

Originally from the Philippines, Sophia ventured out to Sydney 

in search for a new adventure. Sophia has worked for several 

not-for-profit organisations in the past, and she currently 

works as a consultant at The Poke Initiative, where she helps 

clients like AM-UNITY leverage social media as a marketing 

channel. Sophia has helped AM-UNITY’s Facebook page grow 

to epic proportions and she has provided invaluable advice on 

how AM-UNITY can maximise its impact through a concise 

social media strategy. A huge thanks to Sophia and The Poke 

Initiative for all its pro-bono help!
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AM-UNITY: A HISTORY 8 WAYS TO GET INVOLVED WITH 
HUMAN RIGHTS ACTIVISMA team of staff members were sitting at the Amnesty Victoria 

office one afternoon, tossing ideas around until an idea was 

born. What if Amnesty started their own online activism 

magazine?

Alas, AM-UNITY was founded in 2013 to highlight 

contemporary human rights issues internationally and at 

home, while staying true to young local activists’ inspiring 

work. The magazine team initially formed part of the Victorian 

University Group Network. Since its inception, AM-UNITY has 

evolved and grown in strength and numbers.  

AM-UNITY’s bloodline stems from its array of passionate, 

driven and talented volunteers that have invested their 

time, energy and skills to the human rights cause. From 

writing about inspirational Amnesty campaigns to covering 

contemporary human rights issues in an informative way and 

exploring activism through creative art, AM-UNITY provides 

ample of opportunities to get involved with like-minded people 

and groups.  Through writing and art, the magazine empowers 

readers to create a broader network of activism. 

AM-UNITY is its people; we are writers, editors, artists, 

photographers, designers and marketers from a multitude 

of countries, studies and walks of life. Our diversity is what 

defines us, and our common goal is what brings us together: 

to showcase and promote the importance of Amnesty youth 

activism. 

There are no boundaries in place for contribution. We welcome 

all talent.  Each edition relies upon and welcomes outside input 

from writers, artists, photographers and other skilled and 

passionate individuals and groups with an interest in human 

rights. To get involved with AM-UNITY, get in touch with us at 

amunitymagazine@gmail.com.

1. Become an Amnesty International member. You can help 

define the direction of Amnesty, and you've got the option to 

become a board member, be part of your branch committee 

and vote on important resolutions. You can even sit in on 

global decision-making meetings. Become the human rights 

movement by participating in Amnesty’s current campaigns 

and future direction.

2. Participate in your local action group. Amnesty relies on 

a national network of activist groups split into regions, cities 

and local communities. The choice is yours; From participating 

in university networks to spreading the word about Amnesty’s 

work through school outreach programs, to working with 

refugees and asylum seekers through the refugee network, to 

mobilising volunteers or getting involved by starting your own 

action group, there are boundless opportunities to get involved 

with Amnesty’s activism. 

3. Get involved in events. From marching for human rights to 

organising a fundraising event and raising funds for Amnesty’s 

campaigns, you can participate in a diverse range of activism 

work on the ground.

4. Donate and make a difference. Amnesty does not 

accept money from governments. To remain impartial 

and independent, Amnesty relies on support from people 

like you to continue campaigning for human rights.  

Every cent makes a difference.

5. Sign a petition. Unite with your community and apply 

pressure on the political decision-makers to adjust 

their policies. The power of signing petitions can't be 

underestimated. They can bring human rights issues to the 

forefront of the media’s agenda and lead to policy changes at 

the national level.

6. Give us a shout out on social media. Tweet for us. Reshare 

our videos and stories. By joining the conversation on social 

media, you are participating in our human rights work by 

raising awareness and amplifying Amnesty’s outreach within 

your sphere of influence. 

7. Write for rights. Write a letter for those whose most 

basic human rights are violated. Write a letter to a detained 

journalist or activist around the globe. Amnesty letters 

often reach the prisoners themselves and can provide 

hope, solidarity and comfort for people during their darkest 

moments.  You can also write a letter to your local MP or Prime 

Minister addressing your concerns and urging them 

to change their policies or relationships with governments 

that contribute to human rights violations. Your words really 

can change lives.

8. Become part of AM-UNITY’s team. Yes, that's right, become 

part of our dedicated team of writers and artists!  Amplify 

human rights issues by bringing them into the limelight.  

Use your voice, skills, and passion for human rights to make 

a lasting difference by becoming one of us. For more 

information on how to join AM-UNITY, contact 

amunitymagazine@gmail.com.

mailto:amunitymagazine%40gmail.com?subject=
https://www.amnesty.org.au/skill-up/membership/
https://www.amnesty.org.au/groups/group/?orderby=title&order=asc
https://www.amnesty.org.au/events/
https://www.amnesty.org.au/donate/
https://www.amnesty.org.au/urgent-actions/
https://www.amnesty.org.au/amnesty-social-networks/
https://www.amnesty.org.au/campaigns/write-for-rights/
http://www.am-unitymagazine.com/
mailto:amunitymagazine%40gmail.com?subject=
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JUSTICE & POLITICS



Azza Soliman is a women’s rights champion and a pioneer 

of Islamic feminism in Egypt. For over thirty years she has 

been doing monumental work for Egyptian women¹. Through 

the Centre for Egyptian Women’s Legal Assistance (CEWLA), 

the civil society organisation which she co-founded in 1995, 

and her law firm, Lawyers for Justice and Peace (LJP), she has 

supported, educated and empowered countless women. The 

Egyptian state’s recent clampdown on human rights has led 

to a travel ban and her personal and organisational assets 

being frozen. In December 2016, She was arrested and accused 

of besmirching Egypt’s image by claiming women are at 

risk of rape. It appears as though the state is intimidated by 

the change and empowerment she is bringing about among 
9

PROFILING EGYPTIAN ACTIVIST AZZA SOLIMAN
BY MERVE HANNAH O’KEEFE

WHO’S AFRAID OF THE BIG BOLD 
FEMINIST? 

women. Through CEWLA, Azza Soliman has given free legal 

assistance to thousands of rape and domestic violence victims, 

conducted groundbreaking research on honour killings, led 

sexual health trainings, and hosted seminars about literacy 

and political empowerment. She has also initiated discussion 

regarding culturally sensitive topics such as marital rape 

and women’s right to divorce². She is leading a grassroots 

movement aiming to transform Egyptian society from the 

bottom up and believes that “Change must come from within 

and must not be imposed.”³

Due to Soliman’s efforts, various pieces of legislation  have 

been enacted aimed at protecting the rights of children born 

out of wedlock—such as requiring DNA testing in a paternity 

suit, and including the mother’s name on all birth certificates⁴. 

Azza Soliman has also done remarkable work in the 

area of Islamic feminism. Islamic feminism demands 

the implementation of gender equality in the state, civil 

institutions, and everyday life. Azza Soliman has been working 

to achieve exactly this; "I'm interested in how I can use the 

Sharia (Islamic law) to help women receive greater justice", she 

says. 

In alignment with this goal, Azza has promoted a new 

religious discourse by creating the multidisciplinary Religious 

Reform & Renewal Forum comprising of social scientists, 

lawyers, politicians, and religious leaders who regularly 

meet to discuss and produce informed public statements 

regarding women’s rights and their position within Islam. As 

an unveiled single mother she initially faced many obstacles 

from religious authorities. However,  with her reason, logic and 

understanding of Islamic principles and history she was able 

to gain the trust and respect of the authorities and go on to do 

great work for gender equality⁵. 

The “equality, fairness and justice under the Sharia” that Azza 

Soliman is fighting for is still far from reality in current-day 

Egypt. According to the World Economic Forum’s Global 

Gender Gap Report, Egypt is the 11th worst country in the 

world in terms of gender equality⁶. 

45 percent of women in Egypt are subjected to domestic 

violence⁷. Women who attempt to report such cases are often 

met with aggression from police officers. In one reported 

case the police reportedly asked, “How dare you report your 

husband? When he kills you, you can come and report him.”⁸

The case is similar for victims of rape or sexual harassment, 

who are often blamed for the abuse they suffer instead of 

their perpetrators. Subsequently, victims rarely speak out. 

Soliman explains, "The victims don't dare to speak about what 

happened. They are terrified of being stigmatised…Entire 

families often turn against the victims. It can escalate to 

violence, and sometimes even murder."⁹

The lack of female police officers also pushes victims of rape 

or harassment to suffer in silence. The prospect of giving 

an account of such an incident to a male officer is often too 

fearsome and shameful for many women, causing countless 

incidents to go unreported¹⁰. Azza says, “As a lawyer, and as a 

woman committed to defending human rights, I want to make 

sure girls and women have a safe space to speak out. It’s an 

issue I’ve been working on for many years. Believe me when I 

say, it’s not been an easy fight and, for me, it’s one that’s had 

difficult repercussions.”¹¹

These repercussions have included being labelled a spy and 

a national security threat, being bombarded with smear 

campaigns, having her private and organisational assets 

frozen, and being banned from travel¹² ¹³. She was recently 

arrested and interrogated. The three accusations against 

her are tax evasion, operating a civil society organisation 

without proper registration and damaging the image of Egypt 

by claiming women are at risk of rape. If found guilty, Azza 

faces a lengthy jail sentence¹⁴ ¹⁵. Azza maintains that she has 

been, “Arrested and interrogated for doing my job: defending 

survivors of abuse in Egypt”.

Najia Bounaim, North Africa Campaigns Director at Amnesty 

International says “Her arrest marks an escalation in the use 

of a string of repressive tactics designed to intimidate her and 

other critical voices into silence.”¹⁶ Azza Soliman, however, has 

shown no signs of relinquishing in response to the charges 

made against her. She refuses to be silenced or intimidated by 

repression, and remains an empowering advocate in the fight 

for women’s rights in Egypt and all over the world. 

Take action for Azza! 

Sign the petition to get all charges against Azza Soliman and 

other brave Egyptian human rights defenders dropped.

Send an appeal letter to the Egyptian president urging him to 

drop all charges against Azza Soliman.

Write a letter to Azza or tweet her a message @AzzaSoliman1 

showing your solidarity and support. A few uplifting words can 

go a long way.

https://www.amnesty.org.uk/actions/azza-soliman
https://www.soas.ac.uk/honourcrimes/partners/egypt---centre-for-egyptian-women-legal-assistance-cewla.html
https://www.ashoka.org/en/fellow/azza-soliman
https://www.ashoka.org/en/fellow/azza-soliman
https://www.countercurrents.org/gen-badran100206.htm
https://www.countercurrents.org/gen-badran100206.htm
http://www.spiegel.de/international/tomorrow/rampant-miscarriages-of-justice-against-women-in-egypt-a-1199327.html
http://www.spiegel.de/international/tomorrow/rampant-miscarriages-of-justice-against-women-in-egypt-a-1199327.html
http://www.spiegel.de/international/tomorrow/rampant-miscarriages-of-justice-against-women-in-egypt-a-1199327.html
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2017.pdf
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2017.pdf
https://madamasr.com/en/2015/11/24/feature/society/domestic-violence-permissible-by-religion-custom-and-law/
https://madamasr.com/en/2015/11/24/feature/society/domestic-violence-permissible-by-religion-custom-and-law/
https://madamasr.com/en/2015/11/24/feature/society/domestic-violence-permissible-by-religion-custom-and-law/
http://www.spiegel.de/international/tomorrow/rampant-miscarriages-of-justice-against-women-in-egypt-a-1199327.html
http://www.spiegel.de/international/tomorrow/rampant-miscarriages-of-justice-against-women-in-egypt-a-1199327.html
http://www.spiegel.de/international/tomorrow/rampant-miscarriages-of-justice-against-women-in-egypt-a-1199327.html
http://www.spiegel.de/international/tomorrow/rampant-miscarriages-of-justice-against-women-in-egypt-a-1199327.html
http://time.com/5280726/how-metoo-and-timesup-are-helping-egyptian-women-break-the-silence-around-sexual-violence/
http://time.com/5280726/how-metoo-and-timesup-are-helping-egyptian-women-break-the-silence-around-sexual-violence/
http://time.com/5280726/how-metoo-and-timesup-are-helping-egyptian-women-break-the-silence-around-sexual-violence/
http://time.com/5280726/how-metoo-and-timesup-are-helping-egyptian-women-break-the-silence-around-sexual-violence/
http://time.com/5280726/how-metoo-and-timesup-are-helping-egyptian-women-break-the-silence-around-sexual-violence/
http://time.com/5280726/how-metoo-and-timesup-are-helping-egyptian-women-break-the-silence-around-sexual-violence/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/get-involved/take-action/speak-out-for-egypt-womens-rights-defender-azza-soliman/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/get-involved/take-action/speak-out-for-egypt-womens-rights-defender-azza-soliman/
http://time.com/5280726/how-metoo-and-timesup-are-helping-egyptian-women-break-the-silence-around-sexual-violence/
http://time.com/5280726/how-metoo-and-timesup-are-helping-egyptian-women-break-the-silence-around-sexual-violence/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/get-involved/take-action/speak-out-for-egypt-womens-rights-defender-azza-soliman/
https://www.amnesty.org.uk/files/2017-10/W4R%20booklet%202017%20FINAL%20LORES.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org.uk/files/2017-10/W4R%20booklet%202017%20FINAL%20LORES.pdf
https://twitter.com/AzzaSoliman1
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In a resounding blow for human rights, on 24 July 2018, the 

government of Victoria tabled legislation which will amend 

existing laws allowing them to target children. The Justice 

Legislation Amendment (Unlawful Association and Criminal 

Appeals) Bill 2018¹ extends existing laws previously linked 

with outlaw motorcycle gangs to regulate the association of 

at risk youths. In the middle of a ‘law and order’ election, the 

government is projecting the move as a legitimate measure to 

prevent the ”Spread and development of criminal networks”² 

and additionally tackle the alleged ‘African gang’ problem³. 

In reality, these laws are a form of legalised racism and have 

several implications for human rights in Victoria and Australia.

 

Anti-association laws operate in the following manner: People 

UNPACKING VICTORIAN ANTI-ASSOCIATION LAWS
BY ADRIENNE RINGIN

LEGALISED RACISM
are issued with notices that prevent them from associating 

with a named convicted criminal. This notice can be in place 

for up to three years. The laws were developed to prevent 

the formation of criminal networks by initially targeting 

outlaw motorcycle gangs, organised crime families and small 

numbers of violent young people⁴. The proposed amendments 

will make several significant changes. Officers of the rank of 

Sergeant will now be allowed to issue the notices. Previously, 

the bans could only be issued by a Senior Sergeant. This 

amendment will allow an additional 2,500 officers to issue the 

notices⁵. A further change is that the age restriction of the 

laws has been lowered. Previously the ban could only be issued 

to those over the age of 18. Under the amendments, children 

as young as 14 can be issued with a notice⁶. The threshold 

for issuing a notice has also changed: Now officers only have 

to establish that the person has been associating with a 

criminally convicted individual, not whether that association 

itself was criminal⁷. Furthermore, the notice will only span 

a twelve month period for children, Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people or those with a cognitive, physical or 

mental impairment and that a notice issued to any of the above 

group will require approval by a more senior police officer⁸. 

Additionally, only those convicted of certain offences will 

trigger their associates being eligible for the notices⁹. 

These laws are problematic on several fronts. When consorting 

laws were initially introduced, they were deemed ineffective 

and eventually abolished¹⁰. A New South Wales review found 

that an anti-association notice unfairly and, “Poorly targeted 

those it was intended to impact” while “Impacting many 

not engaged in serious or organised criminal activity”¹¹. It 

is difficult to understand why laws with such a poor history 

would be resurrected, especially with lowered safeguards.

These laws will also disproportionately affect specific groups. 

Experience in other states demonstrates that the, “Racially-

vilified and other marginalised groups” will bear the greatest 

impact¹². When similar laws were introduced in New South 

Wales in 2016, it was found that Indigenous Australians 

accounted for 40% of all notices issued, despite representing 

just 2.5% of the population¹³. Undoubtedly, anti-consorting 

laws will ”Intensify criminalisation of Indigenous and 

communities of colour” through the “Escalation of police racial 

profiling.”¹⁴ It also perpetuates the notion that all crime in 

Victoria is committed by a particular subsection and acts as a 

justification for racial rhetoric.

These laws also breach the Victorian Charter of Human 

Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006¹⁵. The rights to peaceful 

assembly, privacy and a fair hearing, and the freedoms of 

association, expression and movement are threatened by 

these amendments as they introduce the concept of guilt by 

association as well as eradicate the notion of the presumption 

of innocence¹⁶. These laws could impact a person’s ability to 

celebrate a significant event with friends and family or even 

attend religious services. Earlier laws have been abolished for 

these reasons.

The monitoring of these bans will be undertaken by the 

Independent Broad-Based Anti-Corruption Commission 

(IBAC), an organisation already overwhelmed by the workload 

assigned to it. For the year 2016-2017, IBAC received 2,098 

complaints¹⁷, 1,264 of which were referred to another entity, 

leaving only 45 to be investigated by the organisation itself. 

Importantly, 63% of allegations featured Victoria Police, 

the very organisation which will be charged with issuing 

the notices.¹⁸ IBAC is under-resourced and is unlikely to 

undertake this additional burden. Leaving oversight to such an 

organisation is a derogation of duty. 

The final concerning element is the specific targeting of 

children. Being issued a notice could have detrimental effects 

on a young person. Some may view the notice as a sort of 

”Badge of honour.”¹⁹ Crucially though, breach of the notice can 

result in imprisonment. Three years for contacting a friend 

is a  harsh penalty. Studies have repeatedly shown that the 

imprisonment of children does not decrease recidivism²⁰. 

Detention has a “Profoundly negative impact on young people’s 

mental and physical well-being, their education and their 

employment”²¹ and that it may induce a child into an endless 

cycle of detention and crime. The absence of rehabilitative 

or restorative mechanisms is alarming. It demonstrates that 

this government is more concerned with a performative 

gesture where it is seen as being tough on crime rather than 

instigating any meaningful program of social cohesion.

It is evident that these laws are problematic. Legal advocacy 

groups have repeatedly called for their removal. These laws 

will be used to enforce racial stereotypes and victimise already 

disenfranchised members of our society. It is hoped that 

reason and ethics will prevail, and the laws will be overturned 

rather than enacted. 

Take action

If you are alarmed by these laws, take action. Calling or writing 

to your local member and voicing your concerns could help 

convince them to vote these laws out (to find your local contact 

click here).  Also make sure you talk to your friends and family 

to let them know about these laws and encourage them to act 

as well.

http://www.legislation.vic.gov.au/domino/Web_Notes/LDMS/PubPDocs.nsf/ee665e366dcb6cb0ca256da400837f6b/c32fc8ce9da2742fca2582d40081b2e1!OpenDocument
http://www.legislation.vic.gov.au/domino/Web_Notes/LDMS/PubPDocs.nsf/ee665e366dcb6cb0ca256da400837f6b/c32fc8ce9da2742fca2582d40081b2e1!OpenDocument
http://www.legislation.vic.gov.au/domino/Web_Notes/LDMS/PubPDocs.nsf/ee665e366dcb6cb0ca256da400837f6b/c32fc8ce9da2742fca2582d40081b2e1!OpenDocument
https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/180724-Strengthening-Laws-To-Disrupt-Criminal-Gangs.pdf
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-07-24/changes-to-victorian-anti-association-laws-attacked/10028986
https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/180724-Strengthening-Laws-To-Disrupt-Criminal-Gangs.pdf
https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/180724-Strengthening-Laws-To-Disrupt-Criminal-Gangs.pdf
https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/180724-Strengthening-Laws-To-Disrupt-Criminal-Gangs.pdf
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-07-24/changes-to-victorian-anti-association-laws-attacked/10028986
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-07-24/changes-to-victorian-anti-association-laws-attacked/10028986
https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/180724-Strengthening-Laws-To-Disrupt-Criminal-Gangs.pdf
https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/180724-Strengthening-Laws-To-Disrupt-Criminal-Gangs.pdf
http://youthlaw.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/180803_ALHR_HR_SARC_JusticeLegislationUnlawfulAssoc_FINAL-PDF.pdf
http://youthlaw.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/180803_ALHR_HR_SARC_JusticeLegislationUnlawfulAssoc_FINAL-PDF.pdf
https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/180724-Strengthening-Laws-To-Disrupt-Criminal-Gangs.pdf
https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/180724-Strengthening-Laws-To-Disrupt-Criminal-Gangs.pdf
http://youthlaw.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/180803_ALHR_HR_SARC_JusticeLegislationUnlawfulAssoc_FINAL-PDF.pdf
http://youthlaw.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/180803_ALHR_HR_SARC_JusticeLegislationUnlawfulAssoc_FINAL-PDF.pdf
http://youthlaw.asn.au/2018/08/06/anti-consorting-laws-trample-basic-human-rights/
http://youthlaw.asn.au/2018/08/06/anti-consorting-laws-trample-basic-human-rights/
http://youthlaw.asn.au/2018/08/06/anti-consorting-laws-trample-basic-human-rights/
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/dangerous-and-excessive-victorian-anti-gang-laws-slammed
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/dangerous-and-excessive-victorian-anti-gang-laws-slammed
https://www.liv.asn.au/Staying-Informed/LIJ/LIJ/July-2018/Anti-gang-laws-target-young-and-marginalised
http://www.policeaccountability.org.au/racial-profiling/predictable-ineffective-and-dangerous-impacts-of-anti-association-laws/
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BY JULIETTE WITTICH

ARTWORK BY CHARLOTTE DAVIES 

FIND THE PAPER MEN
The paper men do not agree.

Burst forth from paper votes into their paper house.

They come in their paper chains to make paper change.

Flimsy, flammable and easily felled by the first drop of rain.

The paper men do not agree about their paper leader.

So they shuffle and reshuffle and make a paper mess.

They make paper headlines and remake paper opinions.

The paper men do not take responsibility.

They make paper promises that fall like confetti.

We who watch this paper parade are dismayed.

We try to recycle the story.

But the paper men never really change.
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While freedom of expression, assembly and association are 

officially granted by Article 10 of the Malaysian Constitution, 

the extent to which this is respected in practice has become 

increasingly limited. The Malaysian government has sought to 

silence critics using various pieces of legislation, including the 

Sedition Act 1948, the Communications and Multimedia Act 

1998 and the more recent Anti-Fake News Act 2018.  Fear of 

arrest, fines and even imprisonment has created an oppressive 

environment in which to discuss politics. However, some 

Malaysians are continuing to express themselves, despite the 

risks.

It was a fear of “Local communist insurgents”¹  which led to 

the creation of the Sedition Act in 1948, by the British who 

governed Malaysia at the time. Organisations, including 

Amnesty International², now argue that the application of the 

BY ROSALYN WOOD
THE ART OF SPEAKING OUT

Act has become too broad, punishing people simply for airing 

their opinions.

In 2012, then Malaysian Prime Minister Najib Razak discussed 

replacing the Sedition Act with a “National Harmony Act.”³ 

Not only did the Sedition Act remain, in April 2015⁴ the Razak 

government increased its available penalties⁵. This was 

allegedly done to prevent anyone from encouraging conflict 

between Malaysia’s various ethnicities, a justification which 

has been slammed as “Absurd.”⁶  Other reforms have included 

altering the definition of ‘seditious tendency’ – Technically 

government criticism is no longer illegal, “Promoting ill-will, 

hostility or hatred on the grounds of religion”⁷ is prohibited 

instead. However, the extent to which Malaysians can actually 

criticise the government with impunity remains limited.

Following the Sedition Act amendments, a number of people 

were arrested⁸ after attending a “May Day” rally. The arrests 

included high-profile lawyer, and critic of the Sedition Act⁹, 

Ambiga Sreenevasan. Sreenevasan was held for sedition 

and, “unlawful assembly with an intention to overthrow 

the government,” accusations which her lawyer described 

as “Ridiculous.”¹⁰ Released the next day without charge, 

Sreenevasan spoke out against her arrest, claiming that the 

authorities had “acted without real basis”.¹¹

Outside of the Sedition Act, the Communications and 

Multimedia Act 1998 has also been used to repress government 

criticism. Section 233 forbids online communications that 

could be “offensive” or “cause annoyance”, provisions which 

Steven Thiru, former President of the Malaysian Bar has 

argued are “entirely subjective” and “can easily be misused 

to stifle speech and expression”.¹² Thiru refers to the trial of 

Zaid Ibrahim, whose blog expressed support for Dr Mahathir 

Mohammad (now the Prime Minister) while also criticising 

Najib Razak. Prosecutors argued that Ibrahim’s statements 

against Razak were made “with the intention to offend others”, 

but Ibrahim was ultimately acquitted¹³ of the charges.

Additionally, in April 2018 the Razak government passed the 

Anti-Fake News Act 2018¹⁴, an Act outlawing ‘false news’ and 

condemned by Amnesty International as “Appear[ing] designed 

to stifle debate online.”¹⁵ The first successful conviction came 

soon after the law’s introduction, with Danish citizen Salah 

Salem Saleh Sulaiman facing one month in jail¹⁶ after being 

unable to pay the court’s fine of 10,000 ringgits (about $3,300 

AUD). While visiting Malaysia, Salah witnessed a shooting and 

uploaded a YouTube video criticising emergency services for 

their slow response time. However, Malaysian police claimed 

this allegation was false and that police had arrived in under 

ten minutes¹⁷. Representing himself and unable to disprove the 

arguments of the police, Salah pleaded guilty.  

After the new Malaysian government was elected in May 2018, 

it promised that the Anti-Fake News Act would be scrapped¹⁸. 

In August, Malaysian parliament’s lower house voted to repeal 

the Act, but this was ultimately blocked by the Senate¹⁹. At the 

time of writing, the future of the Act, and whether its abolition 

will eventually be successful, remains uncertain.

With so many restrictions on free speech, some Malaysians 

have turned to other mediums to express their views, such 

as ‘protest art’²⁰. Zulkiflee Anwar Ulhaque, known commonly 

as Zunar, is a political cartoonist and satirist who has faced 

ongoing harassment²¹ by authorities for his cartoons, 

particularly those which attack the former Razak government. 

In 2015, Zunar was charged with nine offences under the 

Sedition Act and was facing up to forty-three years in prison 

before the charges were later dropped.²²

Another notable artist is Fahmi Reza. Angered by the perceived 

corruption of Najib Razak, Reza was inspired to draw him as 

a sinister-looking clown. Reza shared this image on Twitter, 

writing “In a country full of corruption, we are all seditious.”²³  

The clown image went viral²⁴, appearing as graffiti, on 

Facebook and even on t-shirts. It was often paired with the 

phrase “Kita Semua Penghasut”, which translates as “We are all 

seditious” or “We are all agitators”, a call-back to the statement 

that Reza originally posted on his Twitter.

After Reza’s clown posts came to the attention of authorities, 

he was charged²⁵ under Section 233 Communications and 

Multimedia Act. He was found guilty, sentenced to one month 

in jail and given a fine of 30,000 ringgits (about $10,000 AUD), 

which his supporters helped raise money for.²⁶ Reza has 

remained unapologetic for his views; an Instagram post on 

27 August 2018 shows him holding up a small clown drawing 

outside a courthouse.²⁷ The clown motif continues to be 

popular, recently appearing in a K-pop (South Korean Pop) 

music video by Woo Jin Young and Kim Hyun Soo.²⁸

Street art in Malaysia has not just been used by activists. In the 

historic city of George Town, which boasts a large variety of 

street art, there are many cat murals. According to The Penang 

Insider, this cat artwork refers to the Penang government’s 

adoption of the motto C.A.T. (‘Competency, Accountability and 

Transparency’).²⁹ However, some of this art claimed by The 

Penang Insider to promote the C.A.T. philosophy is described 

elsewhere as having been created for another purpose, such as 

promoting stray cat adoption.³⁰

In Georgetown, “official” and “unofficial” art shares the 

streets. In 2016, Sculpture at Work won a state government 

design competition and was commissioned to create 52 iron 

sculptures³¹, each one depicting an aspect of Georgetown’s 

history. On Ah Quee Street, graffiti pieces have been stencilled 

on either side of one of these sculptures. One stencil proclaims 

“Stop Child Abuse”, while the other shows a striped cat 
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with the words “I’m Watching/Observing”. The cat stencil is 

particularly interesting – The Penang Insider mentions it, 

but ironically it could be attacking how Malaysian authorities 

constantly monitor their citizens (recall that Fahmi Reza’s 

Twitter was supposedly placed under police surveillance³² less 

than three hours after he first posted the clown). Alternatively, 

it could be referring to something else entirely.

This uncertainty demonstrates one of the complications 

with using street art as a form of political expression: the 

ambiguity. Street art can be a way of reaching out to others 

with similar views, while its anonymity means that the 

artist can avoid arrest. However, if the artist cannot be open 

about the purpose of their work, its true meaning may go 

unappreciated by some. Fahmi Reza’s clown drawing was a 

brilliant example of art-as-political-dissent, but his openness 

about the clown’s meaning resulted in his persecution. Had 

he simply published the clown without comment, he might 

have avoided arrest, but many may have failed to realise the 

intended political commentary.

There is no substitute for freedom of expression in a society. 

Accordingly, pressure must continue on the Malaysian 

government to uphold this right. Amnesty International 

Malaysia (“AI Malaysia”) has advocated³³  for increased freedom 

of expression in Malaysia. To support AI Malaysia’s work , 

which also includes activism against the death penalty and 

torture, you can become a member here.

https://www.vice.com/en_au/article/wdjy9n/meet-the-artist-facing-off-against-malaysias-corrupt-prime-minister
http://www.amnesty.my/promote-freedom-of-expression/
http://www.amnesty.my/join-us/
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Our world is coming to an end and changing individual 

consumer choices will do little to stop the forces driving us 

towards extinction via global climate collapse. 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 

recently released a special report claiming that we have 

twelve years left to keep planetary warming to 1.5C above 

pre-industrial levels.¹ The report has been criticised as 

unduly optimistic² and failing to adequately warn officials of 

imminent climate tipping points. If we fail to limit warming 

the IPCC report contends that we will likely see an increase in 

impacts to sensitive ecosystems and cultures, and an increase 

in extreme weather events. We are already experiencing 

this. Natural disasters are inevitable, but the fact that they 

are already increasing in number and frequency³ is often 

overlooked. Currently, Afghanistan is experiencing the worst 

drought to hit the region in decades.⁴ The UN estimates 

that 1.4 million people are in need of urgent food and water 

assistance, while 275 000 have been displaced⁵, more than 

five times the number displaced in the 17th year of the USA’s 

war. Closer to home, we have a drought in Australia too⁶, 

with some places experiencing the lowest rainfall on record.⁷ 

Each day since 5 October, the death toll from the series of 

earthquakes and tsunami which have hit Indonesia has kept 

climbing. At the time of writing, over 2 000 people⁸ have been 

confirmed dead and 70 000 people have been displaced and 

left in darkness. Meanwhile, our oceans are filling up⁹ with the 

thrown away and forgotten detritus of consumerism and our 

world is steadily heating up¹⁰ year after year. People, animals, 

plants, cultures and regions are all already dying and being 

destroyed by climate change. This is going to keep happening, 

with greater intensity and more frequently. It will shake the 

foundations of our civilisation, our states, and our economies.  

And yet, many news sources still frequently present the 

greatest collective crisis ever faced by our species as 

dependent upon individual choices for both cause and 

relief. Just “Eat less beef”¹¹, says the Guardian. Are you 

“Overwhelmed by climate change”¹²? Maybe you should 

insulate your house! Get some solar panels! Buy a Bokashi bin!  

Lots of these ideas have merit and are good for you, but they 

will not save the ecosystem or the human race on this earth, 

they simply continue to enable the status quo. Fundamentally, 

these arguments shift the responsibility for solving the 

greatest collective crisis our species has ever faced from the 

100 companies driving 71% of emissions¹³ to the individual. 

Instead of holding accountable the corporations profiting 

off of fossil fuel exploitation, constant military expansion, 

unsustainable chemical-driven agricultural practices, the 

unceasing production of short lived consumer goods, and the 

logistics of moving these products around the world, we are 

told to just consume differently. Apparently, the problem is 

not our hyper-consumptive economic model predicated on the 

exploitation of our finite natural resources in pursuit of never-

ending growth. No, the problem is you, and the solution is you 

- just buy something different. 

These attempts to greenwash capitalism will never result 

in the radical reduction¹⁴ of emissions which are required 

to salvage our climate. The CEO of the fossil fuel behemoth 

Royal Dutch Shell will claim one day that “Climate Change 

is our biggest issue”¹⁵, while claiming a month later that 

“it is foolhardy to set emissions limits”.¹⁶ Meanwhile global 

oil companies are still racing to be at the forefront in the 

exploitation of the once pristine Arctic for gas and oil.¹⁷ 

‘Individual choice’ solutions obscure the reality that we live 

within a global system that is predicated on perpetual growth 

and our corporate structures demand that they choose the 

most profitable options for shareholders.¹⁸ To live within 

this system is to be a customer who consumes the goods 

which drive emissions growth. Choosing not to eat meat 

will not alleviate the blight of the earth caused by the use of 

mined nitrogen fertilisers required to grow crops in a large 

scale animal-less system. It will not stop supermarkets from 

shipping a cucumber thousands of kilometres, then wrapping 

it in heat-shrink plastic, only to throw it away if someone 

doesn’t buy it. Nor will it shift our current global food surplus 

— with the capacity  to feed 10 billion people — to the mouths 

that need it most but do not have the money to pay for it. 

There is no individual choice approach to buying our way out 

of climate change and it is unethical to suggest that there 

is. We know who and what is responsible, we have just been 

taught not to see the forest for the trees. 

The IPCC report treats this issue with kid gloves, but it is 

clear that preventing climate catastrophe will require a 

radical reduction in the excessive consumption and wasteful 

production¹⁹, which will require reorganisation of the 

globalised growth based economies driving our increasing 

emissions. This reorganisation will require us to organise in 

our own communities, learn new ways of living and relating 

to each other, and to pressure our governments to join us 

in forging a new world. It is time to get involved, not just a 

time to make new consumer choices and call it a day. Over 

one hundred years ago, in 1916, Rosa Luxemburg contended 

that we must strive forth into socialism²⁰ or we will regress 

ever back into a state of barbarism and perpetual war. Since 

then the wars have seldom ceased and the environment has 

never ceased to call out in pain. Never have her words been 

more true than now. We are approaching a junction point in 

history where we can choose to side with the global economic 

status quo and keep sprinting down the path to oblivion, or 

we can call for a better, more sustainable, equitable world 

which will allow for the flourishing of all human potential 

while preserving and cherishing our environment. Look at 

your life, at what you value and what you merely accept and 

consume, reach out to your community and move forwards as 

a collective. As individuals we are powerless, as a collective we 

can make a better world.

Get involved! 

Now is the time to get involved with your local community 

groups, join your local activist network, join your community 

garden, start reading theory that imagines a better world — 

Rosa Luxemburg’s Junius Pamphlet of 1916 is an engaging 

place to start — and start organising to create it. Start by 

writing to your MP to petition them to stop approving new 

fossil fuel projects — better yet get your friends around for 

some drinks and all write together as a collective, then join 

Amnesty’s Write for Rights campaign running until January 

2019 and keep the pressure on!
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...DRINK LESS MILK
BY THOMAS ABILDGAARD

THE WORLD IS ENDING
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YOUNG ISLAND NATION COMBATS FOREIGN MINING INTERESTS 
BY HARRY PRICE

HISTORY REPEATS FOR 
BOUGAINVILLE

 Economic autonomy appears to exist on the legislation’s 

surface, however, Jubilee Australia claim in their 2015 report 

that the act was designed to trap landowners’ associations in 

the expensive and time-consuming appeals process until they 

relent and allow mining company exploration bids on their 

land.⁴

The international standard for resource management on 

Indigenous land demands ‘free, prior and informed consent 

from a majority vote within the affected community. The 

Act may allow for this to be circumvented. Public consensus 

is required for every new step of the mining exploration 

procedure, including use of documentation and negotiation 

in the landowners’ native language. The 2015 Act centralises 

power with the government and mining companies, who 

have the power to strip a community of their right to oppose 

mining activity. 

The ACT also lacks the core values on which PNG based 

their federation. Directive principles inscribed in the 

PNG constitution demand ‘every citizen to be able to 

participate, either directly or through a representative, in 

the consideration of any matter affecting his interests or the 

interests of his community’.⁵ Neither international or domestic 

guidelines are met in this exploitative law.

Australia is also implicated in Bougainville’s current crisis, 

through a web of public officials and academia compromised 

by the mining sector. The Australian Council for International 

Development (ACFID) funded legal counsel were exposed as 

linked to prominent mining companies such as Rio Tinto in 

2013.⁶  The impartiality of a government that allows this to 

occur remains questionable. 

Since the successful rejection of the BCL and Rio Tinto, 

further efforts at mining exploration came from the private 

sector. Central Me’ekamui Exploration Limited appeared 

to be operating with the interests of Bougainville in mind, 

self-labelled as a Joint Venture Partner of a prominent 

landowners association. The platform of goodwill granted 

them an exploration license as of December 2017. However, 

beneath veiled attempts at cultural assimilation exists Central 

Exploration Limited (CEL), a subsidiary of RTG Mining and 

the Hains Family Trust based in Melbourne. The Hains Family 

owned RTG holds a 24% stake in CEL and independently owns 

another 32% as of December 2017.⁷ 

On 15 June 2019 the island of Bougainville will hold a 

referendum to decide on its independence from Papua New 

Guinea (PNG). The date is recognised as ‘Bougainville Day’ and 

commemorates the island’s first steps towards nationhood 

taken 14 years ago. Since gaining independence, elections 

will be held for major leadership positions. However, the 

exploitation of Bougainville’s mineral resources by both 

states and corporations continues to threaten their nascent 

democratic process, destroy the fragile ecosystem, and recall 

the struggles of the past. 

The damages wrought by copper mining still plague 

Bougainville’s indigenous population. The Panguna mine was 

owned and operated by Bougainville Copper Limited (BCL), a 

subsidiary of Rio Tinto and the PNG government during the 

1970s and 1980s. BCL’s inefficient waste disposal wreaked 

havoc on the island’s ecosystem. The amount of leftover 

copper ‘tailings’ (the material leftover in separating copper 

from ore) severely disrupts their environment and the ability 

of the indigenous population to provide for themselves. As 

agriculture is vital to both the economy and culture of the 

local Bougainville population, this damage is devastating. 

Antony Loewenstein documents the effects of the Panguna 

Mine on Bougainville’s Jaba River, which was so contaminated 

by BCL’s dumping that its surrounds became, “an abandoned 

wasteland.”¹ In 2013, PNG’s Governor-General conceded that 

most of the waste disposal practices experienced during 

Panguna’s opening were banned by the majority of mining 

nations.²

In 1989 the mining operations shut down due to the island’s 

inhabitants systematic campaign of sabotage. This earmarked 

the beginning of their decade-long conflict with the PNG 

government. The PNG forces were alleged by Dr. Kristian 

Lasslett to have been supported by BCL.³ 

The Bougainville Revolutionary Army claimed victory on 15 

June 2001 and the Autonomous Bougainville Government 

(ABG) came into being. With its inception, the framework was 

established for a future referendum on independence. 

A moratorium was placed on mining in the region, although it 

was broken in 2015 when the PNG parliament pushed through 

the ‘Bougainville Mining Act’ under the guise of ensuring 

Bougainville’s economic stability. The act effectively limits the 

region’s ability to keep mining companies out. 

https://www.jubileeaustralia.org/latest-news/devil-in-the-detail
https://www.jubileeaustralia.org/latest-news/devil-in-the-detail
http://www.paclii.org/pg/legis/consol_act/cotisopng534/
http://www.paclii.org/pg/legis/consol_act/cotisopng534/
http://www.paclii.org/pg/legis/consol_act/cotisopng534/
http://www.paclii.org/pg/legis/consol_act/cotisopng534/
https://newmatilda.com/2013/04/23/ausaid-fuels-bougainville-mining-tensions/
https://newmatilda.com/2013/04/23/ausaid-fuels-bougainville-mining-tensions/
https://ramumine.wordpress.com/tag/central-exploration-limited/
https://ramumine.wordpress.com/tag/central-exploration-limited/
https://www.bookdepository.com/Disaster-Capitalism-Antony-Loewenstein/9781784781187?redirected=true&utm_medium=Google&utm_campaign=Base5&utm_source=AU&utm_content=Disaster-Capitalism&selectCurrency=AUD&w=AF45AU968M2K2RA809F4&pdg=pla-297612067635:kwd-297612067635:cmp-680104063:adg-38847806321:crv-151959032836:pid-9781784781187:dev-c&gclid=CjwKCAjwpeXeBRA6EiwAyoJPKpVBm5nK7JhHVsfpVRTWwU5AnypD6xcAhlaztEW34zcV3PucoCJgWxoCWk4QAvD_BwE
https://www.bookdepository.com/Disaster-Capitalism-Antony-Loewenstein/9781784781187?redirected=true&utm_medium=Google&utm_campaign=Base5&utm_source=AU&utm_content=Disaster-Capitalism&selectCurrency=AUD&w=AF45AU968M2K2RA809F4&pdg=pla-297612067635:kwd-297612067635:cmp-680104063:adg-38847806321:crv-151959032836:pid-9781784781187:dev-c&gclid=CjwKCAjwpeXeBRA6EiwAyoJPKpVBm5nK7JhHVsfpVRTWwU5AnypD6xcAhlaztEW34zcV3PucoCJgWxoCWk4QAvD_BwE
https://www.thenational.com.pg/mines-using-unsafe-systems/
https://www.thenational.com.pg/mines-using-unsafe-systems/
http://sweeps1889.pngprize62.life/?utm_medium=oxxGrJ1EO8rl%2flkgHhDHtdaJe%2b6y3ml38Z%2b1ZX9QaLo%3d&t=main7_5
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RTGs business model as described on their website is ‘realising 

returns to stakeholders creating significant liquidity events.’ 

Similarly, a focus on ‘high grade, low operating costs gold 

projects’ also fails to reassure the people of Bougainville that 

this large multinational will be any different to the large 

multinationals of the past⁸. Despite offers of development 

funding characteristic of mining ‘corporate governance 

procedure’, large multinationals on countless occasions have 

proven their dissonance from the struggles of locals.

In interviews conducted during Jubilee Australia’s ‘Voices of 

Bougainville’ report, it is clear to all concerned parties that the 

people of Bougainville strongly oppose a return to ‘business 

as usual’ operations seen when the Panguna copper mine was 

operational⁹. The locals’ decision is complex, to accepting the 

mine and risk damaging their ecosystem, or reject mining and 

risk economic collapse in their government’s formative years.

On the other hand, if mining is to work on the island, it 

requires local participation at every step of the way. Australia’s 

Galkula mine, owned and operated by the Northern Territory’s 

Yolngu people, should be the framework for all future mining 

in Bougainville.¹⁰ This will ensure interest remains vested in 

the land’s sustainability and in turn, preserves agricultural 

practices. Large multinationals such as RTG must have a 

limited impact on the economic future of the island to ensure 

that post-referendum, the government can create a sound 

policy unhampered by foreign involvement. 

Take action

The next year for Australia remains vital in ensuring 

Bougainville successfully evolves into a nation-state. To ramp 

up support, please share this article online via your social 

media circles and contact your local member of Federal 

Parliament to ensure Australian Mining companies adhere to 

the principles of Free, Prior and Informed Consent.

https://www.rtgmining.com/about-us/
https://www.rtgmining.com/about-us/
http://www.mpi.org.au/2014/09/voices-of-bougainville-nikana-kangsi-nikana-dong-damana-our-land-our-future/.
http://www.mpi.org.au/2014/09/voices-of-bougainville-nikana-kangsi-nikana-dong-damana-our-land-our-future/.
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THE CHALLENGES OF HOUSING DISPLACED PEOPLE 
AND THE IMPORTANCE OF INCLUSION
BY HEIDI MCCULLOCH

DIGNITY AFTER DISASTER: WHY 
SHELTER MATTERS

We are constantly confronted by images of disaster in the 

media. Certain images circulate so much that it can become 

easy to associate people after a disaster with footage and 

photographs of shabby looking tents, hastily produced 

tin shacks or run down camps designed to accommodate 

hundreds of people. While the pictures of devastation are 

real, they commonly portray people as victims instead of 

survivors. The coming weeks see a contrasting influx of domes, 

hexagons, stylish modern buildings and expertly designed 

tents flown in from all over the world. But what if that solution 

is equally problematic for survivors?  According to the United 

Nations Refugee Agency, a record number of people have been 

uprooted from their homes globally. In 2017 one person was 

displaced every two seconds. Over sixty-eight million people 

are currently forcibly displaced.¹ Weather-related disasters 

have forced, ‘An average of Twenty-One million people to flee 

their homes every year’². One of the most crucial elements 

of humanitarian assistance is housing, a responsibility 

that usually lands on the shoulders of non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) and humanitarian organisations. 

Four phases of shelter design

The development of shelter can be broken into separate 

phases, the most common of which are emergency (a few 

weeks), temporary (a few months), transitional and permanent 

housing. The duration of these phases is not always accurate 

as there is evidence of survivors remaining in temporary 

housing for months or even years longer than intended. 

This perspective is crucial to understanding the nature of 

temporary housing, as Ian Davis, an architect who has worked 

in Disaster Risk and Recovery Management since 1972, 

concluded, ‘Shelter must be considered as a process, not as an 

object’.³

Obstacles to sustainable disaster shelter

After any crisis, local and international organisations are 

often overwhelmed by the challenges that arise. For years, 

organisations have been trying to solve the issue of how to 

house large numbers of people as efficiently and effectively as 

possible. Scholar,  David Sanderson,  argued, ‘Architects are 

taught almost the exact opposite of what is needed. Architects 

are taught to focus on the product (a building), whereas 

humanitarian practitioners major in the process (involving 

people)’.⁴ This statement echo's Davis' ideas about shelter being 

a process as opposed to a product. Sanderson suggests that 

it is a lack of participation by the affected people that leads 

to ineffective shelter solutions and that architects need to 

understand local context in order to be successful in the field.

 

During the immediate response phase of any crisis the 

most basic forms of shelter take precedent. We see tents 

and tarpaulins distributed, but what happens when weeks 

have gone by and families still have nowhere to live? This is 

where most design solutions come into play. In recent years 

designers and architects have come up with some novel and 

innovative solutions for shelters. However this approach 

pursues the wrong mindset: The idea of the one-size-fits-all 

shelter solution, as appealing as it is, rarely works. In order to 

create a solution you must first understand the problem. 

Disasters affect communities differently, and it is important 

to first recognise how communities operate and respond to 

disasters before you can assist with that response. A case-

study conducted in American Sāmoa, following the earthquake 

and tsunami on 29 September 2009, looked into what happens 

when western methodologies interfere with the practices 

and traditions of local cultures. External organisations failed 

to take into account the needs of the affected population and 

designed houses that were considered unsuitable; being too 

small (as in Sāmoa members of the extended family will often 

share the one house), not including enough storage space 

for cultural items (such as mats), and lacking rooms large 

enough for large family gatherings, as is the cultural practice. 

A participant of the study was quoted saying ‘Samoans build 

their houses in a certain way. . . . If you’re going to build 

somebody a house, why not build them a house they’ll be able 

to live in?’.⁵ This shelter design disrupted cultural norms 

and social structures, which can have detrimental effects on 

recovering communities.

Experimenting with design

Some architects have been known to use disasters as an 

opportunity to experiment with design. For people who have 

lost everything this can mean further devastation when 

they are left with unsuitable dwellings to live in. It is not 

uncommon for a dome to be created after a disaster that 

favours beauty over functionality. While domes have a very 

appealing form, rarely do the architects behind them return to 

check on the progress. 

http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/news/stories/2018/6/5b222c494/forced-displacement-record-685-million.html
http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/news/stories/2018/6/5b222c494/forced-displacement-record-685-million.html
http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/news/stories/2018/6/5b222c494/forced-displacement-record-685-million.html
http://www.internal-displacement.org/global-report/grid2017/
http://www.internal-displacement.org/global-report/grid2017/
https://www.ifrc.org/Global/Documents/Secretariat/201506/Shelter_After_Disaster_2nd_Edition.pdf
https://www.ifrc.org/Global/Documents/Secretariat/201506/Shelter_After_Disaster_2nd_Edition.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/mar/03/architects-disaster-reconstruction-haiti-chile
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/mar/03/architects-disaster-reconstruction-haiti-chile
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/mar/03/architects-disaster-reconstruction-haiti-chile
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/mar/03/architects-disaster-reconstruction-haiti-chile
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/mar/03/architects-disaster-reconstruction-haiti-chile
https://primo-direct-apac.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=TN_wj10.1111/disa.12203&context=PC&vid=RMITU&lang=en_US&search_scope=Books_articles_and_more&adaptor=primo_central_multiple_fe&tab=default_tab&query=any,contains,Culture  local capacity  and outside aid: a community perspective on disaster response after the 2009 tsunami in American Sāmoa&mode=Basic
https://primo-direct-apac.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=TN_wj10.1111/disa.12203&context=PC&vid=RMITU&lang=en_US&search_scope=Books_articles_and_more&adaptor=primo_central_multiple_fe&tab=default_tab&query=any,contains,Culture  local capacity  and outside aid: a community perspective on disaster response after the 2009 tsunami in American Sāmoa&mode=Basic
https://primo-direct-apac.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=TN_wj10.1111/disa.12203&context=PC&vid=RMITU&lang=en_US&search_scope=Books_articles_and_more&adaptor=primo_central_multiple_fe&tab=default_tab&query=any,contains,Culture  local capacity  and outside aid: a community perspective on disaster response after the 2009 tsunami in American Sāmoa&mode=Basic
https://primo-direct-apac.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=TN_wj10.1111/disa.12203&context=PC&vid=RMITU&lang=en_US&search_scope=Books_articles_and_more&adaptor=primo_central_multiple_fe&tab=default_tab&query=any,contains,Culture  local capacity  and outside aid: a community perspective on disaster response after the 2009 tsunami in American Sāmoa&mode=Basic
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In David Sanderson’s lecture, Resilient Neighbourhoods?, he 

uses the example of dome shelters that were created after the 

Haiti earthquake in 2010. Returning to the site several years 

after the disaster he claimed that due to problems with leaking 

and unsuitability, the people they were designed for were no 

longer living there, and that the shelters were being occupied 

informally by squatters instead.⁶ Igloo-like polyurethane 

domes were designed by Oxfam for use after the 1976 

earthquake in Turkey. However, because they felt unfamiliar 

they were avoided by the local people and used as chicken 

houses instead. The shelters were described as a ‘Classic 

example of the kind of earlier attempt at imported large scale 

prefabricated solutions that didn’t work’.⁷ 

When it comes to domes the risk of focusing solely on 

aesthetics is high. Scholar Ruben Pater criticised the work 

of initiatives like What Design Can Do's Refugee Challenge, 

that in his opinion encouraged designers to believe that 

they can solve international problems. In his article,  he says 

that ‘The refugee crisis cannot be seen as an isolated design 

issue’ and that ‘approaching the refugee crisis as a design 

problem without the proper context can be problematic, and 

even harmful’.8 He makes the point that in these situations 

refugees are often placed in opposition to the designer, which 

suggests that they become an object as opposed to participant. 

Some shelter designs are riddled with obvious flaws, such as, 

Building In a Bag – Just Add Water, which needs water to be 

inflated for use. This  feels ostentatious and self-important in 

an environment where resources are limited and even drinking 

water can be difficult to come by.

It is an enticing idea, to create a shelter that can be stockpiled 

and shipped immediately to any area of crisis but this 

overlooks a crucial blindness: how can a shelter designed in 

New York suit the needs of a community in Pakistan? These 

designs can also suffer from being extremely costly to make 

and ship. A notable example of this is the humble shipping 

container, turned shelter. Although they have been used with 

great success by humanitarian architect Shigeru Ban after 

the 2011 Japanese tsunami and in Christchurch, New Zealand 

after the 2011 earthquake, shipping containers prove incredibly 

expensive to retrofit and ship to crisis areas. For the same 

price, a local builder could be hired to construct homes made 

from local materials that better suit the contextual needs 

of the people they are designed for. Style at the expense of 

content will never be sustainable in humanitarian situations.

Bridging architects and civil society together

But it is not all bad news. When architects work successfully 

with NGOs and local people, the results can be extraordinary. 

One rare example of a more generalised shelter that was a 

success comes from the IKEA foundation in partnership with 

UNHCR. IKEA created an innovative design that is currently 

used in multiple countries around the world. Better Shelter, 

‘Designed with and for refugees’¹⁰, is a flat pack design which 

can be easily shipped and takes only four hours to assemble.  It 

is adaptable, made of sustainable materials and has a lifespan 

of one and a half years without maintenance¹¹. While this is 

not a permanent solution, it eliminates the need for people 

to remain in tents for longer than is comfortable. This design 

has been most successfully used in the Azraq refugee camp, 

Jordan, to house refugees fleeing Syria. Azraq is the world's 

first pre-designed refugee camp and is also the first camp to be 

powered entirely by renewable energy.¹²   

On the other hand, the International Federation of the Red 

Cross (IFRC) has taken a completely different approach, by not 

providing any form of shelter at all. Instead, it supplies the 

affected population with their IFRC approved ‘Shelter Kits’.¹³ 

These kits include a variety of tools and two tarpaulins with 

which people can construct their own shelter. This method 

is intended to empower communities to manage their own 

recovery. Moving away from a focus on product and looking 

more in-depth at the needs and culture of the local people is 

vital to creating a successful shelter solution post-disaster.  

  

No one would suggest that we stop striving for innovative 

new solutions. However, at the beginning of any humanitarian 

enterprise it is worth remembering that the first responders 

after any crisis are the survivors themselves. As such, we 

need to ensure that everything we do as humanitarians both 

assists and facilitates their recovery needs. Obtaining safe and 

affordable shelter is paramount to hope for a better quality of 

life. So then what is the answer? Not to ban architects from 

the field, but to make sure that everyone contributing to the 

recovery effort after a crisis understands the local context. 

We need to make sure that we prepare architects for work in 

this kind of environment, as with all trained professionals who 

want to be involved in the humanitarian sector. 

Take action

By supporting successful architecture practices and sharing 

their stories on social media you can help raise awareness 

for positive examples of engagement between architects 

and affected communities. Non-for profit organisations like 

Architects Without Frontiers, that are committed to working 

with communities in need, represent encouraging models for 

humanitarian architecture. Individual architects of note, such 

as Shigeru Ban (a Japanese architect known for his innovative 

designs using paper), Esther Charlesworth (Founding director 

of Architects Without Frontiers Australia and author of 

Humanitarian Architecture) and Pakistani architect Yasmeen 

Lari (who primarily works with local resilient materials such 

as bamboo and mud) can act as sources of inspiration for 

examples of progressive work done in the field. By finding out 

more about them and how they operate, you can help support 

their work and spread awareness. Keeping an open mind when 

engaging with the images one sees on television or social 

media can help you become part of the larger discussion on 

how design can help and hinder the lives of those affected by 

disaster. Disaster survivors are not helpless, nor should they be 

happy to receive whatever they are given, they deserve to live 

with dignity.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jEUPqWquO14&t=1570s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jEUPqWquO14&t=1570s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jEUPqWquO14&t=1570s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jEUPqWquO14&t=1570s
https://www.wired.com/2015/11/helping-refugees-is-not-about-designing-better-shelters/
https://www.wired.com/2015/11/helping-refugees-is-not-about-designing-better-shelters/
https://www.wired.com/2015/11/helping-refugees-is-not-about-designing-better-shelters/
https://www.dezeen.com/2016/04/21/ruben-pater-opinion-what-design-can-do-refugee-crisis-problematic-design/
https://www.dezeen.com/2016/04/21/ruben-pater-opinion-what-design-can-do-refugee-crisis-problematic-design/
https://www.dezeen.com/2016/04/21/ruben-pater-opinion-what-design-can-do-refugee-crisis-problematic-design/
https://www.dezeen.com/2016/04/21/ruben-pater-opinion-what-design-can-do-refugee-crisis-problematic-design/
https://www.dezeen.com/2016/04/21/ruben-pater-opinion-what-design-can-do-refugee-crisis-problematic-design/
http://www.bettershelter.org/product/
http://www.bettershelter.org/product/
http://www.bettershelter.org/product/
http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/news/latest/2017/5/591bfdbb4/jordans-azraq-becomes-worlds-first-clean-energy-refugee-camp.html
http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/news/latest/2017/5/591bfdbb4/jordans-azraq-becomes-worlds-first-clean-energy-refugee-camp.html
http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/news/latest/2017/5/591bfdbb4/jordans-azraq-becomes-worlds-first-clean-energy-refugee-camp.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vz8kj0rnZEk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vz8kj0rnZEk
http://www.architectswithoutfrontiers.com.au/
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WOMEN ON NAURU SUBJECT TO GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE
BY RUBY LEONARD

TRAPPED WITH THEIR ABUSERS

Women on the island of Nauru, both those living in the 

detention centres and those who have been resettled in 

the community, live in an environment permeated by the 

threat of sexual intimidation, harassment and assault. These 

women suffer from gendered abuse and neglect as a result of 

Australian government policies.

The Nauru Regional Processing Centre was first established 

as part of the ‘Pacific Solution’ enacted by the Howard 

government in an attempt to reduce the number of asylum 

seekers attempting to settle in Australia. It closed in 2008. 

In 2012, the facility was reopened by the Gillard Government 

after approximately 7,000 asylum seekers arrived in Australia 

by boat over the course of that year. At the time of writing, 

189 people remain in detention in the Regional Processing 

Centre, while hundreds have been resettled on the island of 

Nauru.¹ Since 2012, human rights and non-governmental 

organisations, including the United Nations, Human Rights 

Watch and Amnesty International, have condemned the 

Australian government’s treatment of refugees and asylum 

seekers on Nauru as a violation of human rights that in some 

cases amounts to torture under international law.² In 2016, 

The Guardian released detailed and extensive evidence of 

these human rights violations in the Nauru Files.³ These files 

revealed that some security staff and local Nauruan men have 

created a culture of fear and intimidation in which gendered 

violence has become systematic.

The condition of the camps and treatment of asylum seekers 

is not an accidental byproduct of a flawed policy, but part 

of a calculated and systematic arrangement to bring about 

suffering for any asylum seeker who dares to attempt and 

reach Australia by boat. Indeed, Greg Lake, the previous 

director of the Nauru immigration detention centre, has 

conceded that the aim of the policy of deterrence is “Making 

conditions for those people worse than if they’d never 

come to Australia… In practice, that meant constructing an 

environment of hopelessness.”⁴ Mina Taherkhani, a refugee 

detained in Nauru claims that, “The Australian government 

utilises all of their tools to make us soulless and numb. They 

have normalised our deprivation, fatality and death.”⁵ 

The Australian government’s policy of ‘deterrence’ has had 

brutal ramifications in women’s lives held on Nauru. The 

‘Pacific Solution’ policy has been built around the declaration 

that no asylum seeker that attempts to reach Australia 

by boat will ever be permanently settled in Australia. The 

extremity to which politicians cling to this notion has led to 

the frequent denial of access to safe, effective healthcare for 

refugees and asylum seekers on Nauru. The government has 

denied nearly 50 requests for refugees and asylum seekers to 

be transferred to Australia or to other countries for medical 

treatment, including at least three women being denied 

transfer to Australia to seek abortions, despite doctors’ 

recommendations.⁶ 

When a refugee or asylum seeker is sexually assaulted, the 

Australian government and Nauruan officials have consistently 

failed to respond accordingly to the incident and provide the 

woman with an appropriate level of care. Despite originally 

being a matrilineal society, the status of women in Nauruan 

Society has declined in conjunction with the country’s 

economy.⁷  Due to the skewed power structure that exists on 

the island, refugee women and those who have been resettled 

on Nauru are particularly vulnerable to groping and sexual 

harassment. Nauruan police have frequently ignored the 

complaints of female refugees and asylum seekers regarding 

sexual abuse. Women are advised to not file reports, and when 

reports are filed, police fail to effectively investigate, even when 

the victim can identify the perpetrator.⁸ 

Many of the women that have been legally found to be refugees 

and have been resettled on Nauru are single women. They 

travelled alone from their home countries, fleeing violence, 

persecution and the kind of structural discrimination against 

women that they now find themselves facing again on Nauru. 

Resettlement for single women means an isolated cabin, 

away from well-populated areas, with no locks.⁹ Refugee 

women have reported that they do not feel safe leaving their 

accommodation alone and that they do not feel that Nauruan 

police protect them from the threat of violence.¹⁰ Australian 

refugee law means that once resettled, refugees can only leave 

Nauru to return to their home countries, which for most, is 

not a viable option. Refugee women who are victims of sexual 

exploitation and abuse are therefore forced to live on Nauru, a 

country with land mass smaller than Tullamarine Airport, with 

a population of just 13,000 people, among their abusers and 

those in positions of power who failed to protect them from 

violence.

There have been widespread reports of severe mental health 

issues among refugees, and the Nauru Files detail that 

https://newsroom.abf.gov.au/releases/operation-sovereign-borders-monthly-update-july-4
https://newsroom.abf.gov.au/releases/operation-sovereign-borders-monthly-update-july-4
https://www.amnesty.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/ISLAND-OF-DESPAIR-FINAL.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/ISLAND-OF-DESPAIR-FINAL.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/news/series/nauru-files
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http://www.powertopersuade.org.au/blog/refugee-women-on-nauru-the-gendered-effects-of-australias-asylum-seeker-detention-policies/26/10/2017
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/feb/17/women-of-nauru-seeing-my-sons-in-a-school-uniform-is-my-only-dream
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between 2013 and 2015, women threatened or attempted 

suicide 70 times, and attempted or committed self-harm 114 

times.¹¹ The Australian government’s policy of deterrence 

has therefore proven to have the desired effect of fostering 

a sense of hopelessness and despair among those on Nauru, 

and women feel particularly trapped by the culture of sexual 

violence and exploitation.

The treatment of women on Nauru, and refugees and asylum 

seekers in general, is at odds with Australia’s cultivated image 

as a leading voice in the promotion of human rights around the 

world. It is time for the Australian government to know that 

their ‘Pacific Solution’ will no longer be tolerated or condoned, 

and that they must be held accountable for their role in the 

abuse and neglect of people fleeing persecution and seeking a 

better life. 

Make your voice heard

To make your voice heard, sign the Amnesty petition to close 

Australia’s hidden detention camps, and become involved in 

Amnesty International’s efforts to protest the situation on 

Nauru and bring about change. Support charities like the 

Asylum Seeker Resource Center, the only independent charity 

that exclusively supplies on-the-ground case workers and 

social workers in Nauru, working to free imprisoned refugees. 

More generally, it is now more important than ever to keep 

engaging with and sharing stories about what is happening 

on Nauru. In the wake of the #MeToo movement over the past 

year, activists must ensure that marginalised women’s cases 

are also being heard and their perpetrators held to account. 

The women on Nauru deserve to live without fear. 

Photo by Martika Shakoor.
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GENDERED VIOLENCE AND WITCHCRAFT IN PAPUA NEW GUINEA
BY TIM SWAIN

‘SANGUMA’

The current maelstrom of Australian political life tends to 

blind us to many international events - even to those taking 

place on our doorstep.  Papua New Guinea (PNG) lies just 160 

kms from the northern tip of Australia. Our closest neighbour, 

PNG was an Australian colony until independence was 

established in 1975.

Despite what many considered was unnecessary involvement 

in the Bougainville Civil War (1988-1998) — and more recently 

the establishment of the Manus Island Detention Centre as 

part of Australia’s ‘Pacific Solution’¹ —PNG remains one of the 

most significant recipients² of Australia’s foreign aid program 

($572m in 2018/19).  In addition to increased investment in 

health, education and law and order to assist with sustainable 

economic growth in PNG, Australia is providing support 

to initiatives which empower women and enhance gender 

equality.

However, in such a patriarchal society, the appalling violence 

meted out to those accused of sorcery remains one of PNG’s 

most shameful crises.  Whilst such accusations were formerly 

leveled at both the elderly and widows, it is now more often 

directed at women

 at either the  bottom of the social hierarchy or margins of the 

community. 

The origins of ‘sanguma’

Accusations of sorcery in PNG are not new. The term 

‘Sanguma’ has several similar meanings; it can mean 

‘sorcery’, ‘witchcraft’ or simply ‘black magic’.  This concept 

is intrinsic and intertwined  throughout the cultural and 

traditional beliefs of the hundreds of distinct cultural 

and ethnic groups amongst PNG’s estimated 8.47 million 

inhabitants. 

According to a 2010 Oxfam International report³, accusations 

of sorcery are often triggered by an unexplained death or 

illness in the community, neither of which are regarded as 

natural or accidental.  Accusations are then leveled at people 

who have supposedly used their supernatural powers, and 

are punished.  In most cases women are accused, then either 

exiled, tortured or murdered.  This retribution is often inflicted 

by those closest to the accused sorcerer, resulting in further 

familial disharmony and community breakdowns.  

The scale of the problem 

In 2017, a detailed Department of Public Affairs ANU⁴study 

concluded that over a twenty year period, an annual average of 

72 people were victims of sorcery accusation-related violence 

(SARV) with 30 individuals murdered - always in horrific 

circumstances.  Given the figures only related to reported 

cases and the lack of reliable data from remote highland 

regions, government officials strongly believe the real 

numbers are higher. 

While many such incidents have received international 

attention over the past six years, two related incidents 

highlight both the hysteria behind sorcery accusations, and the 

extent of the brutality towards those deemed to be possessed 

with Sanguma.  

In February 2013, twenty-year old Leniata Kepari⁵ was accused 

of witchcraft by relatives of a six year old boy from Mt Hagen 

who had died in hospital several days earlier.  A mob stripped 

her naked, tortured her with branding irons and threw her 

on a fire of burning tires. Hundreds of bystanders, including 

children, watched whilst some snapped pictures of her torture 

and killing on their camera phones before sharing the images 

on social media.  Only two arrests were made by police in 

relation to the brutal murder and the perpetrators are yet to 

be convicted.

In 2017, the abuse of a six year old girl accused of practicing 

sorcery⁶ resulted in international outrage.  A local man fell ill 

at a remote village and his sickness was diagnosed as a result 

of sorcery.  As the daughter of Leniata Kepari — and the belief 

that witchcraft passes from mother to child — the girl was the 

prime suspect.  She was stripped and tortured with hot knives, 

saved only by the ‘miraculous’ recovery of the man, which was 

interpreted by the mob as a sign that their torture had worked;  

in effect a reason to perpetuate these actions.  Police are aware 

of the identities of the people responsible, but were unable to 

make any arrests because of resistance from villagers.

Curbing sorcery accusations

 In 2013, the PNG government reinstated the death penalty for 

witchcraft and repealed the 1971 Sorcery Act⁷ which recognised 

the accusation of sorcery as a defence in murder cases.                                                                                                            

Despite these measures, there has been a consistent failure to 

address the violence against those accused of sorcery and most 

cases go uninvestigated by police.  Other initiatives by public 

officials, NGOs and community groups include:

o  The ‘Stop Sorcery Violence in PNG’⁸ is a collaborative project 

involving the PNG government, experts and community 

leaders.  As well as a resource centre, it provides support and 

assistance to victims and survivors while being a powerful 

advocate for human rights.

o  The development of the Sorcery National Action Plan 

(SNAP)⁹ by the Department of Justice and Attorney General 

in 2015 has been a positive step, but a lack of funding has 

hindered proper implementation of the plan.

o  A range of community activities such as: 

o Conducting public autopsies¹⁰ to dispel myths around the 

causes of deaths.  Accusations of a sorcerer are circulated 

without any evidence and often precede the violence.

o The increased use of social media¹¹ to combat false 

accusations of witchcraft, by demonstrating that people 

rumoured to be deceased are safe and well. 

o Increasing education at local hospitals to help villagers 

better understand the actual medical causes of illness and 

death to prevent rumours of sorcery taking root.

o Support for the Leniata Legacy¹² movement which 

campaigns for increased awareness, support and community-

related projects.

Take action

Readers of AM-Unity can show their support by joining the 

‘Stop Sorcery Violence in PNG network’ sharing stories of or 

providing assistance to victims of sorcery-related violence 

on social media or supporting Oxfam’s ‘End Violence Against 

Women in Papua New Guinea’¹³ which will assist their gender 

justice work in that country. 
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On 14 August 2018,  Australians heard a member of Parliament 

call for a harsher immigration system, designed to restrict 

those not born of white Anglo-Saxon background. Muslim 

immigrants were particularly targeted by Queensland 

Senator Fraser Anning in his maiden speech, however his 

sweeping statements targeted a wider range of racial groups, 

claiming, “We as a nation are entitled to insist that those who 

are allowed to come here predominantly reflect the historic 

European Christian composition of Australian society.”¹ 

Both the public and some members of parliament spoke out 

against Anning’s speech which was reminiscent of Australia’s 

racially-fuelled past. Statements such as these demonstrate 

that despite steps toward cohesion since the abolishment of 

the White Australia Policy, undercurrents of racial bias and 

discrimination still influence current day Australian politics. 

Appealing to racial bias is a tactic often used by Australian 

politicians to gain public favour. The latest example of this is 

the claim of ‘African gangs’ ‘terrorising’ Melbournians, despite 

statistics which show that Sudanese born criminal offenders 

make up only 1% of crimes committed in the state of Victoria, 

compared to 71.7% committed by Australian-born individuals.² 

Though Sudanese born Australians make up only 0.1 percent of 

the population, 50% are under the age of 25, compared to 33% 

of the Australian general population making the comparison 

between these demographics difficult to equally compare. 

What’s more, data used in these statistics relates to people 

police have linked to crimes, not necessarily found guilty or 

charged.³

A MULTICULTURAL COUNTRY ; A WHITE PARLIAMENT 
STORY AND ARTWORK BY LUCY PIPER

RACE AND AUSTRALIAN 
POLITICS

Escaping the roots of White Australia

We should not forget that the White Australia Policy – a 

collection of policies used to exclude non Non-British people 

from immigrating and enforced by a government of ‘European 

Christians,’ as Anning stated – was not completely abolished 

until the early 1970s.  It takes a long a time for policy changes 

to shift Australia’s cultural mentality. After the abolition of 

these policies, the Racial Discrimination Act of 1975  has taken 

their place, as well as a public statement by the Australian 

Government titled ‘Australia’s Multicultural Statement: united, 

strong successful.’⁴

Written by former PM Malcolm Turnbull, the forword states, 

“Australia remains a steadfast example of a harmonious, 

egalitarian and enterprising nation, embracing its diversity. 

[This statement] – renews and reaffirms the Government's 

commitment to a multicultural Australia, in which racism and 

discrimination have no place.”⁵

Yet in 2018, Australians still witness politicians such as 

Anning maintaining that “Ethnocultural diversity, which is 

known to undermine social cohesion, has been allowed to 

rise to dangerous levels in many suburbs.”⁶ The influence 

of politicians on the community cannot be underestimated, 

as viewers of popular media channels often look to them 

to provide understanding and contextualisation of current 

cultural and political issues. Widely received statements such 

as these undermine a society in which multiculturalism acts to 

break down biases and enrich one another through the mutual 

sharing of culture. 

currently serving in Federal Parliament have a non-English 

speaking background.⁷ Diverse Parliamentarians are crucial to 

proper governance of the multicultural country Australia has 

evolved into. Seats occupied by former refugees, Indigenous 

Australians, and other underrepresented ethnic and cultural 

groups provide a voice for these sections of the population 

through direct experience and advocacy. 

A more culturally diverse Australian Parliament

The persistent use of racially charged invective as a political 

tactic is perpetuated by a lack of diversity within members 

of the Australian parliament. According to the 2016 Census, 

a quarter of Australians speak a language other than English 

at home, however fewer than twenty of the 226 members 
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One solution is the implementation of a quota. This would 

mandate political representation of diverse groups, an effective 

way to mirror the modern Australian society through the 

political system which serves it. This needs to be favoured over 

diversity ‘targets’ which lack clear figures and are therefore 

difficult to enforce. The use of quotas while not without 

incumbent complications, has proved effective in many 

countries. For example, Sweden sought to increase the number 

of women holding political positions in government and has as 

a result, introduced 43% of women in parliament in the early 

1980s⁸. Sweden continued to amend and refine its reforms 

through the late 1980s and early 90s.

The enforcement of quotas is often criticised by those who 

oppose positive discrimination with the argument that 

selection will be undermined on the case of merit⁹. However, 

parliamentary selection has always been a discriminatory 

game, available only to those benefiting from the advantages of 

class, culture or gender bias. Positive discrimination methods 

such as quotas are a temporary measure to kick-start diversity 

and inclusivity in areas which would otherwise take far too 

long to progress. The UN Millennium Goal of Gender Equality 

for example, would take another half century to achieve in 

parliament at the current rate.¹⁰ This United Nations goal 

encapsulates a specific framework of targets necessary to 

achieve complete equality of women globally. However, direct 

discrimination against women, and complex barriers relating 

to cultural and social norms are preventing faster progress of 

this goal. In an ideal system, all cultural groups would be able 

to compete on equal footing for seats in parliament and the 

need for quotas would be obsolete. Until such a time, a quota 

for indigenous and other non-represented cultural groups is 

the fastest way forward for Australia.

Take action

To help influence the direction of a more diverse parliament, 

consider taking a deeper interest in your local council elections 

and support members representing diverse cultural groups. 

Why not become a member for Amnesty International and help 

determine the future of Amnesty International’s campaigns, 

including those dedicated to ending racism? 

You can also follow us on Facebook and help generate traction 

for causes and events you care about by sharing our videos and 

stories.

Photo by Rod Ceballos
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The United Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

states that all indigenous people have a right to maintain 

their unique cultural and spiritual identities, to live free from 

discrimination and to have unrestricted access to the lands 

and resources vital to their way of life¹.

In reality, global commerce takes precedence over the lives of 

indigenous people and their sacred lands. The extraction of 

ore, deforestation and infrastructure projects are generating 

billions of dollars in global capital at the expense of indigenous 

groups’ livelihoods, driving them towards extinction.

“They’re killing us”, remarked a member of the Awá tribe, 

one of the last nomadic-hunter gathering tribes left in the 

Amazon². According to Survival International, they are now 

the world’s most endangered tribe, threatened by gunmen, 

illegal loggers and colonisers³.

The threat from outsiders

The erection of the European Economic Community (EEC) 

THE PLIGHT OF AMAZONIAN INDIGENOUS PEOPLE
BY JULIJA VELJKOVIC

THEY'RE KILLING US
and the World Bank-funded programme to extract iron ore 

deposits embedded in the Carajas mountains in Brazil sealed 

Awá’s fate. In 1982, $600 million was gifted to the Brazilian 

government to build a railway from the mines to the coast, 

with the understanding that Europe would receive a third 

of the profits⁴. The railway cut directly through Awá’s land, 

peppering their natural habitat with loggers and miners from 

the east. 

Since then, a third of the rainforest in the Awá territory in 

Maranhão state in North-East Brazil has been destroyed and 

outsiders have brought diseases such as the flu and measles 

to the forest communities. Lacking natural immunity, these 

diseases have often claimed lives.  

Indigenous-rights advocates acknowledge that “the 

preservation of the last vestiges of a way of life has all but 

disappeared from the planet, one that has survived apart from 

our industrial economy.”⁵

Indeed, the destruction of land which Amazonian indigenous 

groups have lived on for thousands of years often turns violent. 

Fiona Watson, Survival’s Research Director has noted that 

massacres are common. “I have interviewed Awá who have 

seen their families shot in front of them. There are immensely 

powerful people against them. Land-grabbers use pistoleros 

[gunfighters] to clear the land. Extinction is taking place before 

your eyes.”⁶

The Awá tribe is just one out of nearly one million indigenous 

people living in the Brazilian Amazon, yet similar tales of 

destitution unfold.  In Atalaia, in Northern Brazil, Colombia 

and Peru use a border along the Amazon river to smuggle 

drugs. Accompanying the trafficking of cocaine and cocaine 

paste are armed drug traffickers, who often use intimidation 

tactics and bribing techniques to recruit indigenous people to 

traffic drugs. According to Manuel Chorimpa of the Marubo 

tribe, “The drug traffickers are now co-opting indigenous 

youth, posing a major threat to tribes.”⁷

Protection measures are crumbling

The government body in charge of protecting the Amazon 

reserves and its indigenous inhabitants, the National 

Indigenous Foundation (FUNAI) is a weakened agency rife with 

budget cuts and weakening policing mechanisms. As a result 

of FUNAI’s limited impact, the invasions of indigenous people’s 

territories has resumed, endangering people’s lives, especially 

the non-contacted groups.⁸

A supervisor who works at FUNAI, who wishes to remain 

anonymous, has noted that the Brazilian government seems 

to be deliberately starving the FUNAI agency of funds, since 

“FUNAI doesn’t have the resources to do its jobs…it’s like a 

patient in intensive care.”⁹ 

Brazil’s economy has long profited from oil and agribusiness, 

which has contributed to the country’s economic boom 

in recent decades.¹⁰ The increasing demand in Soya and 

exploration of oil reserves has led to social devastation by 

ripping up the savannah, driving forest destruction and 

displacing indigenous people.¹¹ It becomes evident then that 

the Brazilian state is failing to guarantee the safety of people 

living in the Amazon reserves. Living in fear from illegal 

logging, drug traffickers and wildfires, indigenous people often 

take matters into their own hands.

Fighting back

Isolated tribes are often forced to fight back to protect 

themselves, because FUNAI is no longer securing their 

protection. Indigenous volunteers named the Forest 

Guardians, are one of many groups that have recently rose 

up to meet the influx of illegal loggers that are tarnishing 

protected forest reserves in Maranhão, including the 1,600 

square mile Arariboia Indigenous Land¹².

A proposal was further put forward by indigenous groups 

in the Amazon during the United Nations Conference on 

Biodiversity held in November to introduce ‘the world’s 

biggest protected area, a 200 million hectare sanctuary for 

people, wildlife and climate stability that would stretch across 

borders from the Andes to the Atlantic¹³. The plan has brought 

the plight of Amazonian indigenous groups into the political 

landscape, prompting international debate about whether such 

a proposal could be passed and enforced. 

The appeal for a “sacred corridor of life and culture”¹⁴ proposed 

by the Indigenous Alliance is geared toward protecting 

Amazonian indigenous groups, the biodiversity of its forests, 

as well as the territorial rights of forest communities. 

The Indigenous Alliance does not recognise the national 

boundaries that were enforced by colonisers without the 

consent of indigenous people.

However, the recent election of a new right-wing leader in 

Brazil has thrown shade at the state’s commitment to reducing 

greenhouse gas emissions. Furthermore, the presence of 

agribusiness and miners encouraged by the government serve 

as added barriers to the proposal.  

Take action

Donate to Pachamama Alliance, an organisation that advocates 

for and on behalf of indigenous peoples. The donation is 

used to protect indigenous lands and to share Pachamama’s 

educational programs with people who are ready to take 

action.

You can also support Survival International’s work to preserve 

and protect uncontacted indigenous groups in Brazil by 

checking out their campaigns or donating here.

https://www.instagram.com/p/Bm8i1HGgtS5/
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