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Afghan fever
ONE face missing from the House
of Representatives last night was
that of Josh Frydenberg, but the
member for Kooyong had a fairly
solid excuse: he’s laid up in
hospital with a brutal bout of
gastro he accidentally souvenired
in Kandahar. Frydenberg was on
his way home from a three-night
parliamentary delegation to
Afghanistan (along with fellow
Libs Helen Kroger and Nola
Marino, and Labor’s Mike Kelly),
only to arrive in Dubai gripped by
a fever, uncontrollable shaking
and [further medical details
redacted in interests of keeping
breakfast in its rightful place].
After three days on a drip there,
Frydenberg was escorted home to
Melbourne, where he’s in hospital
and accelerating his recovery by
tuning in to fare such as Dancing

with the Stars. ‘‘I’ll be watching the
budget from my hospital bed,’’ he
informed Strewth, before musing
on the possibility of transferring
the brutal judges from Dancing
with the Stars to the budget
broadcast. The poor man is clearly
delirious and we hope he’s feeling
better soon.

Bishop’s burlesque
A MAN we may refer to,
according to ancient tradition,
only as ‘‘the Coalition partyroom
spokesman’’, gave this insight,
couched in typically velvet terms,
into Julie Bishop’s address to the
partyroom yesterday: ‘‘She said
Julia Gillard must walk into her
office every morning and ask
herself: ‘What will I believe in
today’. She elaborated upon this
theme saying that the
government and Julia Gillard

reminded her of nothing more
than one of those Demtel ads
selling dodgy products where the
salesman says . . . and ‘If you
phone in in the next 20 minutes I
will give you . . . Malaysia’ and she
continued that burlesque along
those lines.’’ Yes, Bishop and
burlesque together at last; we saw
no reason we should suffer alone.

Seeing double
IN our Lindsay Tanner Sideshow
Corner, we would like to register
our joy that Labor MP Michelle
Rowland turned up to question
time yesterday dressed just like
PM Gillard: in a jacket of burnt
orange (well, that’s what our
fashion adviser called the hue). As
Rowland was sitting directly in
front of the camera two rows back,
it looked a hall of mirrors
whenever the PM stood at the

dispatch box. It goes without
saying we were deflated when
Rowland slipped out to pop a blue
trench coat over the top. Barely
had we recovered from this, we
then noticed that, give or take
some token stabs at variety
through the use of ties, the blokes
had all turned up dressed the
same. Luckily, we were only
reeling for a short time, and thus
didn’t miss the high standard of
the repartee. For example, Sophie
Mirabella describing Gillard as
the ‘‘queen of tacky’’ as the latter
waxed lyrical about the royal
wedding, and Labor MPs just as
helpfully suggesting Mirabella ‘‘go
back on Q & A’’ or ‘‘get a comedy
show’’. Given the declining
standard of the tweets flashed
across the bottom of the screen
during Q & A (for example, ‘‘With
Osama gone, is Justin Bieber now
the world’s most wanted man?’’),

we hope Mirabella plumps for the
latter.

Foley folly
SOME fans of South Australian
Walloper Minister Kevin Foley
have Google Alerts shunt in their
direction any news items
containing his hallowed name.
Yet even despite the robust
standard Foley has set, eyebrows
were raised when this story
popped up yesterday: ‘‘Kevin
Foley remains suspended from his
job with the town after he was
arrested last week on federal
charges of tax evasion.’’ It proved
to be a firefighter in the US by the
same name, but for some readers,
this detail didn’t convince them it
wasn’t Big Kev as much as the
final paragraph: ‘‘Foley declined to
discuss the charges against him. ‘I
really have no comment,’ he said.’’

As Foley’s former sparring
partner, Liberal MLC Rob Lucas
noted (a touch admiringly, we
thought) to Strewth, ‘‘ ‘I really
have no comment’ is something
you’re unlikely to ever hear SA’s
Kevin Foley utter.’’

Belly apology
EMBARRASSINGLY, we
discovered yesterday we’d named
the wrong Hindu deity printed on
swimwear at Australian Fashion
Week last week. We thought we’d
spotted Shiva adorning bellies
and bottoms on the catwalk, when
we were in fact admiring the
image of Lakshmi. No, we’re not
proud; all we can say in our
defence is that both appear to
have the same number of limbs.
Also, Shiva led to a better Martin
Ferguson gag. In the meantime,
some Hindu demonstrators in

India burned Australian flags.
Bless.

Unexpected visitors
THE BBC’s Australian
correspondent, Nick Bryant, has
been typing like a maniac to get
his manuscript to Random House
in a timely fashion (not for
everyone the Douglas Adams
school of thought ‘‘I love
deadlines, I love the whooshing
noise they make as they fly past’’).
Bryant was just finishing
Adventures in Correspondentland
— which deals with his experience
of the September 11 attacks,
Guantanamo, Pakistan,
Afghanistan and so forth — when
Osama bin Laden got house
guests. Bryant worked around the
clock to get it into the epilogue.

strewth@theaustralian.com.au

Refugees on a hiding to nothing
Life is harsh for
asylum-seekers
in Malaysia

SIAN POWELL
KUALA LUMPUR

JOHN ISHII

A family of Chin refugees from Burma lives in a cramped flat in Kuala Lumpur, trying to eke out a living while keeping under the official radar

AFP

Vietnamese refugees forcibly repatriated from Malaysia in 1996

‘The movement of
people is rarely
simplistic. It’s a need
to save their lives, a
deep compelling
urge to get
themselves out of
danger’
YANTE ISMAIL
UNHCR SPOKESWOMAN

ALAM Shamsul Alam ran for his
life. He ran barefoot across paddy
fields for kilometres, then leaped
into the sea and swam for two
hours in a bid for freedom. He was
eventually picked up by fishermen
and handed to the police.

According to Malaysia’s The
Star newspaper, the Burmese
asylum-seeker was riding his
motorbike in Penang on the week-
end when he clipped a car. Appar-
ently he didn’t have a motorbike
licence, but instead of apologising
and offering to pay for the damage,
the 26-year-old panicked and fled.
He is probably now languishing in
an immigration detention camp.

The refugees and asylum-
seekers in Malaysia fear the police
and the government authorities
with a deep and abiding anxiety.
They have few rights, few avenues
of appeal. They live in the commu-
nity but they are not legally per-
mitted to work or to send their
children to government schools.

They can be picked up at any
time and held for not having the
correct documents at hand. They
live in poverty, exploited by em-
ployers, fearing expulsion.

Malaysia’s immigration deten-
tion centres have been roundly
criticised for years and Amnesty
International has been particu-
larly exercised about the tendency
of Malaysian authorities to cane
asylum-seekers, a long and agon-
isingbeating that rips into the flesh
and leaves scars.

In March this year, Amnesty
noted that the Malaysian govern-
ment has said as many as 30,000
foreigners have been caned be-
tween 2005 and last year.

Across Malaysia, government
officials regularly tear into pris-
oners with rattan canes delivered
at up to 160km/h, according to an
Amnesty report last year.

‘‘The cane shreds the victim’s
naked skin, turns the fatty tissue
into pulp and leaves permanent
scars that extend all the way to
muscle fibres.’’

This is the environment into
which Australia is sending 800
asylum-seekers, one element of a
deal struck with Malaysia and
announcedat theweekend follow-
ing six months of international
negotiations.

Ever-mindful of the electoral
fallout of the unstoppable flow of
asylum-seekers, the Gillard gov-
ernment is also on the point of
reopening the Manus Island
detention centre in Papua New
Guinea.

In return for Malaysia’s accept-
ance of the 800, Australia will
resettle 4000 recognised refugees
from Malaysia within four years.
Australia will fund the deal, which
has already drawn flak from all
sides; condemned as a poor five-
to-one deal by the Coalition and
cast by the Greens as characteris-
ing the government’s ‘‘inhumane’’
policy towards asylum-seekers.

The Malaysian press has been
muted in its coverage of the deal,
but the UN High Commissioner
for Refugees is cautiously optimis-
tic about the plan, which at least
has the merit of providing a secure
and stable home for 4000 people
who have been drifting in limbo

for years. The deal will have an
effect on refugee numbers in
Malaysia, where UNHCR officials
say only about 8000 to 10,000
refugees have been resettled in
other countries in the past few
years. The US takes the most refu-
gees from Malaysia, but other na-
tions such as Australia, Canada,
New Zealand and Denmark have
also accepted resettling refugees.

Myo Min Latt, 34, a Burmese
man who prefers to use an as-
sumed name when talking to the
press, knows all too well the diffi-
culties of living a life below the ra-
dar inMalaysia, avoidingtheauth-
orities and trying to stay out of
trouble. Seemingly shy, with a low
voice and a habit of looking at his
feet, he says he wants to tell his
story. He is enthusiastic about the
news of the immigration deal.

‘‘I want to move to Australia, I
like Australia,’’ he says, smiling.
‘‘So many Asian people stay there.’’

Waiting at the UNHCR office
in a leafy section of Kuala Lumpur,
he insists he has never done any-
thing criminal, but he has twice
been detained in an immigration
detention centre and once given a
punishment of four strokes of the
cane. Now he has a UNHCR card,
but he still dices with the rules,
working illegally in a restaurant
to earn the cash to feed his wife
and himself.

He winces when he talks about
the caning. ‘‘I had no documents,’’
he says. ‘‘That was all.’’

Amnesty deplores the punish-
ment of caning.

‘‘Since 2002, when parliament
amended the Immigration Act
1959/63 to make immigration viol-
ations such as illegal entry subject

to caning,’’ the organisation says in
a statement, ‘‘tens of thousands of
refugees and migrant workers
have been caned.’’

Malaysia is not a signatory to
the UN Convention on Refugees,
despite much encouragement to
join up through the years, so there
are no international standards it
mustadhere toregardingrefugees.

The Malaysia-Australia re-
settlement plan apparently in-
cludes agreement by both govern-
ments that the transferred
asylum-seekers will be ‘‘treated
with dignity and respect’’, and
UNHCR understands from the
government’s statement that if the
asylum-seekers are detained in an
immigration detention camp, it
will be for only a limited time for
identification checks.

But human rights organisations
such as Amnesty are not con-
vinced. In a statement Amnesty
International Australia’s refugee
spokesman Graham Thom says
Malaysia uses state-sanctioned
vigilante groups to round up
foreigners, and warns that people
are dying in detention camps from
diseases spread by rat urine.

‘‘The number of refugees com-
ing to Australia is tiny by inter-
national standards and does not
warrant sending 800 people into
this situation,’’ he says.

‘‘This is clearly a political deci-
sion that is not in the best interests
of refugee protection.’’

One immigration detention
camp, at Semenyih, outside Kuala
Lumpur, is now empty. But this is
no cause for celebration. The
asylum-seekers had been moved
elsewhere while the camp was
being refurbished. Coils of razor

wire, high fences and piles of sand
litter the place where asylum-
seekers had been detained, some-
times for lengthy periods.

A Malaysian photographer re-
members the despair at Semenyih:
‘‘I was here years ago,’’ he says. ‘‘It
was very bad.’’

Malaysia has a troubled history
with refugees. Mass deportations
of refugees, including Indonesians
and Vietnamese in the 1990s, led
to riots in badly overcrowded
immigration detention camps. At
least one police officer and eight
detainees were killed in the
riots, many were injured, and
the Malaysian government
refused to allow UNHCR access to
the camps.

But, more recently, it’s gener-
ally agreed that Malaysia has lifted
its game. In the past year or so,
there have been no reported at-
tempts to deport Burmese refu-
gees to the border with Thailand,
fewer immigration raids and fewer
arrests of registered refugees.

A UNHCR spokeswoman in
Kuala Lumpur, Yante Ismail, says
nine in 10 refugees and asylum-
seekers in Malaysia are from
Burma, mostly the persecuted
Chin minority, who are mostly
Christian, and the even more mal-
treated mostly Muslim Rohingya.
They have found a haven of sorts
in Malaysia, but it’s far from ideal,
she concedes.

‘‘There are no legal systems in
place to deal with refugees, that’s
the crux of the matter,’’ she tells
The Australian.

But she later insists that despite
the impression left by numerous
reports criticising the state of refu-
gee affairs in Malaysia through the

years, the situation is getting bet-
ter. ‘‘Even in the absence of proper
laws, there is already movement
towards improving conditions on
the ground,’’ she says.

The Chin asylum-seekers have
flocked together and formed a
ghetto of sorts in Kuala Lumpur’s
Imbi district, a short walk from the
gleaming skyscrapers of the city’s
premier hotels.

They have set up a refugee
centre in a dilapidated apartment
building, where a staff of eager
young men work to help the peo-
ple of the community. A picture of
Jesus sitson a grimy wall above the
centre’s door and children run
around, shrieking with laughter.

Patrick Sang Bawi Hmin is the
committee’s medical co-ordinator.
He says the community now has
largely heard about the refugee

deal, which has created a lot of
excitement. Australia already
accepts some Chin refugees each
year, he says, but the potential of a
substantial increase in the num-
bers has set people to wondering
whether they could be next,
whether they could live in peace
and without fear of police raids.

‘‘I would like to study in Austra-
lia,’’ he says, in remarkably fluent
English. ‘‘I know the education
system is good.’’

Like other Chin, he rejects the
notion of returning to Burma,
where the ruling generals trans-
ferred power to a new and nom-
inally civilian government early
this year. He does not trust the
new government, which is domi-
nated by serving and recently
retired military officers, and he
fears reprisals.

Malaysia is home to more than
90,000 refugees and asylum-
seekers, mostly Burmese. The re-
mainder come from Afghanistan,
Iraq, Somalia, Sri Lanka and other
nations. But in reality there are
many more non-Malaysians in
the country.

A total of perhaps 1.5 million
people in Malaysia are considered
undocumented migrants, many
labourers from Indonesia who
have slipped into Malaysia to earn
some money.

Ismail says it’s inaccurate to
suggest that improving the rights
and circumstances of asylum-
seekers in Malaysia will markedly
increase the influx. It seems un-
likely, then, that the news that
Australia will accept more recog-
nised refugees will materially
affectpeople’sdecision to flee their

native land one way or the other.
‘‘The movement of people is

rarely that simplistic,’’ she says.
‘‘It’s a need to save their lives, a
deep compelling urge to get them-
selves out of danger.’’

She explains refugees’ decision
to flee comes more from a push
factor in their native land than
anything else.

The Rohingya, for instance, are
the second largest group from
Burma to flee to Malaysia. Denied
full citizenship, education and
travel rights in their native state,
where they are routinely harried
and harassed, there is little they
can do to improve their lot bar
leaving their homes for an unsure
reception elsewhere.

Refugees International claim-
ed in a recent report the Rohingya
were one of the most persecuted
groups in the world. At least
200,000 have fled from Burma to
neighbouring Bangladesh, where
only about one-tenth are recog-
nised as refugees by Bangladesh’s
government and where most live
in squalor.

Many Muslim Rohingya try to
flee by boat to Muslim-majority
Malaysia to seek work.

At the UNHCR office in Kuala
Lumpur earlier this week, Roh-
ingya man Kobir Ahmad Bin
Abdul Shukur was seeking help.
Slight and nervous, he had just
heard his brother had been
arrested because he didn’t have
the correct documents.

‘‘I want to get help for him,’’
Shukur says in adespairing tone. ‘‘I
want to get help for my brother.
That’s all. He was detained, but he
didn’t do anything, he was just
working here.’’
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