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Hurstville City Council  

Refugee Week Morning Tea 23 June 2011 

Address:  Barbara Ferguson PhD OAM 

 
Today in Australia we have a highly politicized debate about refugees and especially 
about the asylum seekers currently arriving on our shores by boat.  I want to direct your 
attention more widely to the huge numbers of displaced people around the world with 
particular reference to displaced people in, and from just 2 countries:  Vietnam and the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, countries where I have some experience. 
  
First, stay with me for a few statistics as background: 45% of us in Australia were either 
born overseas or have at least one parent born overseas. Since 1977 around 3 and a 1/2 
million immigrants and less than ½ a million refugees have been resettled in Australia.  
An average of 2,000 asylum seekers have landed on our shores by boat annually and over 
the past decade we have accepted around 12-13,000 refugees every year from countries 
of first asylum like Malaysia.  Malaysia, by the way has 94,000 refugees waiting to be 
resettled elsewhere. But around the world, and mostly in the poorest countries, there are a 
total of 43 million displaced people. (Refugee Council of Australia) 
 
Those who are interested tend to take comfort from the fact that we have accepted, 
proportionate to our population, the highest ratio of refugees resettled in the affluent 
nations of the developed world.  It is also true to say that the people who have come here 
have contributed greatly to our nation, notwithstanding the fact that every new wave of 
people has been greeted with some suspicion, if not outright hostility. There’s even a 
cartoon with an indigenous Australian observing the tall ships of the First Fleet arriving 
in Port Jackson and commenting, “Boat people”, with justified trepidation you might say. 
 
Policy makers distinguish different categories of people who vote with their feet and 
leave their place of birth: internally displaced people, asylum seekers who cross 
international borders, and who may be granted refugee status if they can meet criteria set 
by the UN - although only about 1% of these people actually are resettled annually, and 
immigrants who mostly migrate to improve their life opportunities. Then there are labels 
like ‘queue jumper’ and ‘illegal’ which vilify those who take desperate measures to cross 
the sea that insulates us from other countries without understanding the desperate 
circumstances which motivate most of them. Behind these labels, positive and negative, 
are people just like you and me, people just like you and me who want to live a good life, 
who want the best for their children.  What makes asylum seekers and refugees different 
is that their current situation has become so intolerable, so terrifying that they feel they 
have no alternative but to flee.  A Vietnamese refugee back in the late 1970s put it 
poetically, ‘We are not immigrants looking for a place where the grass grows greener – 
for us the grass under our feet is burning.’ (Ferguson, 1984) 
 
Freedom from Fear is the theme for this year’s Refugee Week.  So let’s examine what it 
is that is so fearsome that people leave all they know and love for the unknown.  When 
the UN agency developed criteria for refugee status it was ‘well-founded fear of 
persecution on the basis of race, religion, ethnicity or political affiliation’. I remember my 
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first encounter with a refugee back in 1942.  Mrs. Cohen fled Nazi Germany after the 
night her husband had been taken away by the Gestapo never to be seen again. 
Forewarned, she had fled Europe before it was impossible to get out – and before that 
infamous time when it was difficult for people of the Jewish faith to get into Australia.  
She knew only too well that for her and her family there was much to be feared long 
before we heard about the gas chambers of the Holocaust.  
 
In Vietnam during the war there, I worked in huge camps for displaced people who fled 
the Western Allies’ bombs which tore up their fields and the Viet Cong rockets that 
slammed into towns and cities in the dead of night.  The camps were set on sand dunes 
and in remote areas where people struggled to survive on hand outs and made their 
homes out of scraps of cardboard and flattened out Coca Cola cans which blew away 
when a typhoon struck.  I also worked with the Vietnamese Red Cross in a centre for war 
wounded civilians brought to the city for treatment.  I can never forget one orphan child, 
12 years old who lay all day with a piece of paper over his face.  He had walked into a 
mine laid overnight by the Viet Cong on a path used every day by civilians in his remote 
hamlet.  There was no front line in that war.  He lost both his legs and had horrific 
wounds to his torso.  When I asked how I could help him he said, ‘If you want to help me 
give me medicine to die’. (Ferguson, 1996)  
 
After the war the new government in the North imposed various degrees of 
discrimination and imprisonment in the South on all former military officers, public 
servants and their families. It was small wonder that a million or more took to often un-
sea-worthy boats to escape. I interviewed hundreds of those who made it to safety in the 
USA and Australia for my research.  One interview with a young girl stands out in my 
mind.  She told me that when her father went to prison the family were forced out of their 
home onto the street.  Her mother struggled to feed them all and she and her siblings were 
denied access to education.  Her teenaged brothers were about to be sent to fight in the 
front line in the war with Cambodia, almost certainly to meet death or disability.  As soon 
as her father was released they joined a group escaping in a small boat.  She recalled how 
the refugee boat was sinking and her father managed to put all his children into life 
jackets and throw them overboard before the boat went down.  It was terrifying tossed 
about in the high seas but it was a shipping lane and a ship came by.  To their horror, 
although the crew saw them in the water, it just sailed on by.  In the end it was 13 hours 
before they were rescued just as darkness was falling. No one can say for sure how many 
hundreds or hundreds of thousands suffered rape and robbery at the hands of the Thai 
pirates but it is estimated 10-20% may have perished in those boats - but the knowledge 
of the risks didn’t stop people leaving. 
  
It was just 4 years ago that a story in the Sydney Morning Herald took me back to my 
experiences with displaced Vietnamese people.  500 thousand civilians died in the 8 
years, 1967-1975 that I was in Vietnam, one million were wounded. But the article I read 
in 2007 was about a current war far away in the heart of Africa – a war that I couldn’t 
recall ever hearing about before that day.  The statistics this time were truly staggering: 
with 9 nations involved, almost 6 million have died – an estimated 1-2,000 dying each 
month even now despite recent cease fires and treaties. Again, the front line shifts back 
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and forth and security is never assured for civilians. The war in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo is the deadliest war since World War 2. In wars within wars as many as 20 
armed forces have been involved, some systematically engaging in acts of unimaginable 
savagery on civilians. But we have no Australian troops involved in that country, 
formerly known as Zaire and before that as the Belgian Congo, so this war there has 
hardly made it into the news here.  
  
We have no diplomatic relations with the DRC.   It isn’t easy for an Australian to get into 
the DRC and especially journalists.  It isn’t easy for a Congolese to get out to Australia, 
either. There are no more than a few hundred refugees from the Democratic Republic of 
Congo in NSW and after I became aware of the tragedy still unfolding in their country I 
was anxious to meet some of them. Among the women I met those who had been raped.  
I met those who had been imprisoned and tortured.  I met a man I’ll call Fred who had 
been a political activist.  In a time of political instability any opposition was severely 
repressed and he was targeted. He was warned one night to get out of the country 
immediately as he was to be arrested the next day.  He and his heavily pregnant wife and 
two little orphaned girls they were raising set out on foot in the middle of the night and 
fled across the border to a neighboring country.  They were grudgingly given asylum to 
stay in that country for no more than three months.  He applied for refuge to the USA, to 
France and various Scandinavian countries but as the three months came to an end, faced 
with the possibility of deportation back across the border and with no offer of 
resettlement he was desperate.   
 
One Sunday morning he defied the restrictions on asylum seekers’ movements and went 
into the nearest city to find a church, any church, where he could pray for help and 
comfort.   He found himself sitting beside a woman who guided him through the English 
service and afterwards took the time to ask him about his circumstances.  As she said 
goodbye she gave him a card with an address on it and said he should go there the next 
day and ask for her.  It turned out that she was the Australian Consul and she asked him if 
he would like to go to Australia.  He knew only one thing about Australia – it had a lot of 
sheep – but of course he said ‘yes’!  Within a few years of coming here he had completed 
a Master’s degree and currently holds a senior position in a public service.  He and his 
wife haven’t forgotten the needy back home in Congo and are involved in supporting the 
building of a hospital for the poor in their home city. Although the Congolese community 
in Australia is very new and small in number it is my privilege to know other Congolese 
refugees like Fred who have completed tertiary studies and are working in universities, 
hospitals and social services making valuable contributions to their new home here. 
 
Spurred on by my encounters with the members of Sydney’s Congolese community, I 
made contact with a Congolese orthopedic surgeon and his wife, the founders of the 
HEAL Africa Hospital in Goma, in the east of the country, right on the Rwandan frontier.   
The HEAL Africa Hospital provides free care for the poor in a country which despite 
enormous natural resources ranks among the half dozen lowest on the UN scale of 
development.  War does more than kill people outright – it destroys a country’s economy, 
its infrastructure and disrupts essential services.  So in war torn Eastern Congo people 
have to pay to get into the public hospital; there are no public services, most people don’t 
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have electricity or running water, public education isn’t free, there’s no garbage 
collection and most people feel lucky to eat once a day.  The women have become a 
target in this conflict on such a scale that Congo has been called the rape capital of the 
world.  Rape has always been a feature of war but it is now a weapon of war.  Women are 
the ones who work in the fields, go into the forest for firewood and to the lakes and rivers 
for water.  When they fear to carry on these essential tasks the village communities 
collapse and destitute people leave their land, their only asset to take refuge with relatives 
or in huge camps on the verge of the city. Goma, a city of a million, has around another 
million displaced people on its outskirts. 
 
The Hospital has a special program for the rape torture survivors: incredibly brave 
women are employed to go out to the villages and camps to find the women – and little 
children – left with severe injuries as a result of gang rapes.  Often they have been raped 
with sticks and guns deliberately causing perforation of vagina, and/or bladder and bowel 
leaving them incontinent and possibly HIV positive and pregnant.  They bring them back 
to the Hospital where they are assessed, housed and fed, given specialist repair surgery 
and, while convalescing, given the opportunity to learn life skills, literacy or sewing for 
example.  I met 80 women waiting for this surgery at the hospital on my first visit in 
2009.  I have now been there 3 times to train counselors and some of the nurses who 
work with these rape and trauma survivors.  The tragedy is that many of the women 
treated at the hospital have no alternative but to return to the place of their attack, and 
some are subjected to further rape torture. There is no freedom from fear for them.  Most 
have never heard of Australia, let alone have any hope of coming here. 
 
Last year, traveling out of Goma, I met some of the most disadvantaged of all the 
displaced people in that area: a group of several hundred Pygmies camped in a place 
called Mubambiro.  Pygmies (Mbuti (s) - Bambuti (pl)) are probably the original peoples 
of the great forests of these central African regions.  Pygmy people have always been the 
experts in survival skills required for sustaining life in the forests, their sacred home.  
Now, however, because of war, ecological concerns (the well-being of the gorillas in 
particular) and the economics of the charcoal industry, they are denied access to their 
traditional homes and way of life. 
 
At Mubambiro the Pygmies were living in grass humpies at the rear of a piece of land 
from which they were under threat of immediate eviction.  I was invited to bend down 
and look inside the humpies and see for myself that they had the minimum of 
possessions: a few items of clothing, a couple of bowls for food, maybe a length of old 
cloth to spread under them as they slept.  The children were in rags.  They had swollen 
bellies, skin and eye infections indicating severe malnutrition. They are lucky if they eat a 
couple of times a week.  Almost everyone suffers bouts of malaria and cholera. And of 
course, their women are subject to rape if they happen to be in the wrong place at the 
wrong time. The mainstream tribes of Bantu in this area are hardly better off – they have 
all been displaced from the surrounding fertile hills and valleys since 1994 - a ‘paradise 
lost’ due to the harassment of various militias and the marauding bands of men who years 
ago perpetrated the genocide in Rwanda and now terrorize the Congolese. 
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Local aid agencies do have international funds to help the most vulnerable among the 
displaced people in this region. For example, the Seventh Day Adventists were prepared 
to help people build more substantial shelters with doors which immediately improve 
health and safety – especially for women and children.  In order to qualify for this 
assistance the Pygmies had to have land of their own.   This year with donations from 
family and friends, including contributions from former Vietnamese refugees living in 
Sydney I was able to secure sufficient land for them.  As I speak today the last of the 
Pygmy families are moving into the 58 new houses which they proudly helped build for 
themselves.  The expressed priority for the Pygmies, however, was for their children to 
be able to go to school. Again, I was able to provide funds for 55 of the school age 
children to attend the local public school.  In August before the wet season begins I plan 
to return with funds for people to establish kitchen gardens to improve their health and 
nutrition. 
 
This is a very small project and it is still early days in the attempt to re-settle this 
particular group of displaced people and ensure they become self sufficient.  But where, 
as in this area, central governments are weak and corruption is endemic it is potentially a 
model for Australians to bring hope and help to people whose ongoing circumstances are 
miserable beyond our understanding, people who have no hope of a new life in an 
affluent developed nation like ours. 
 
Now, you may wonder why I have taken this opportunity in Refugee Week to talk about 
the Pygmies of the Congo when in fact there is only one family of Pygmy background 
who has made it to our shores.  My purpose is to put the debate about our refugee intake 
of a few thousand people into the global context where 43 million people are displaced. 
And to ask that we at least think more about our response and our responsibilities to those 
43 million. Without doubt, many refugees have no choice but to risk their life to escape 
persecution at home and the only solution is for them to be resettled in countries like 
ours.  Many successfully integrate in countries of refuge. Even so, for some it is true they 
struggle with the new norms of behavior and particularly with the ambivalent attitudes 
towards them in the host society.  For many, if they had the option they would have 
preferred to have stayed in the land of their birth and avoided all the hardships of the 
escape journey, the camp experiences and the culture shock in resettlement.  While 
people should be able to move as freely as goods now do in the global economy, I would 
wish that no one should feel compelled to take on hazardous escape journeys and leave 
all they love in desperate fear.  If this is to happen I believe we have to recognize the 
complicity of the international community – our complicity - in the situations which 
generate refugees.  
 
For example, the origins of the war that brought so many Vietnamese refugees to this 
country are complex as with all wars but it was very much about competing ideologies of 
the super powers.  The conflict was fought out in the villages and towns of Vietnam 
rather than in Soviet and North American cities – or on Australian shores.  That was the 
justification for our involvement in the war.  It is possible to draw some comparisons 
with the war against terror, but I won’t attempt that here. 
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 In the case of Congo, decisions by colonial powers about national borders and the 
exacerbation of tribal rivalry are part of the complex history behind today’s conflicts. 
And again, international politics during and after the Cold War have contributed to the 
problems. But at the heart of the conflict is the struggle over the country’s rich natural 
resources. The resource ‘curse’ for the Congolese goes back to colonial days and Belgian 
rule.  Rubber, ivory, gold, diamonds, copper, timber and most recently coltan – an 
essential in our mobile phones and other IT toys - means foreign governments and 
multinational corporations compete to win rights to extract these riches, enriching those 
elites who put the proceeds into arms to continue the conflict. Instability can further the 
interests of the powerful within the country and those in neighboring countries who are 
not interested in the welfare of the general population. Finally, putting an enormous 
burden on the governments’ capacity to develop essential services and infrastructure for 
all their displaced people is the need to repay just the interest on international debt – a 
situation faced by so many other struggling nations in the developing world and 
contributing to the instability which leads to displacement in so many regions.   In 
Congo, a debt o$30 million incurred in the 1980s by a dictator installed by the Western 
Bloc, with interest now stand at $100 million.  Ironically the debt was originally to the 
Belgian Government which in pre-independence days had raped the country of it natural 
resources. 
 
I have gone into all these things in an effort to explain the many possible root causes of 
displacement and refugee flows. What can we do?  Of course, fundamental is the need for 
global peace.  But it is all too easy to put the responsibility onto governments – yes, 
governments like ours need to press for mediation and dialogue, convince the producers 
to limit the sale of arms; to redirect resources devoted to military hardware into 
researching better ways of producing and distributing food; to protect and enhance 
natural resources and the environment. But what can we actually do?  The takeaway 
message I have today is this:  given the interconnectedness of our world, we must each 
confront a value system which allows us to live in the lap of luxury, enjoying 
conspicuous consumption while so many people around the world live in unrelenting 
misery.  As long as we ignore them, we have blood on our hands. 
 
For statistics quoted see www.refugeecouncil.org.au/resources/stats.php and 
www.refugeecouncil.org.au/global/stats.php 
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