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Refugee family reunification  
 
Introduction: 
 



ü If they arrive lawfully in Australia and are found to be owed protection they 
will generally be granted a permanent protection visa (PPV). 

ü If they arrive unlawfully in Australia and are found to be owed protection they 
will generally be granted a temporary protection visa (TPV) in the first 
instance. This provides temporary residence for three years. 

                                                                                 (DIMIA, 2005)  
 

However, this new policy of categorising asylum seekers has created two classes of 
refugees in Australia (Fernandes, 2002). According to the Australian policy refugees on 
TPVs are eligible for only a restricted range of benefits and services (Fernandes, 2002). 
The policy restricts them from reuniting with their families (Fernandes, 2002). As a result 
“they cannot sponsor their immediate family members who they claim live under 
treacherous conditions in their country of origin or a neighboring country” (Fernandes, 
2002; 1). Moreover, they are unable to travel overseas to visit their family members 
either in their country of origin or in a safe third country as they are not granted multiple 
entry visas (Fernandes, 2002). On the other hand, refugees who receive PPVs are entitled 
to the same range of benefits and support as permanent residents or citizens of Australia 
(Fernandes, 2002). Hence the refugees on PPVs are allowed to travel overseas and have 
the right to reunite with their families.  
The refugees who are granted PPVs can be reunited with family members in one of two 
ways: 

ü By sponsoring the relative under the Family Immigration Category, which 
requires provision of a sizeable financial contribution by the sponsor in 
Australia, and where the points test applies under the Concessional category. 

ü By nominating the relative under the Refugee and Special Humanitarian 
Program, which is less financially onerous, and which is not subject to points 
test.  

                                                  (RRWG Sub-Committee on Immigration 1993; 8) 
 
However, the Australian policy on TPVs was amended with further changes to the 
Migration Regulations in October 2001 (DIMIA, 2005). Since September 27th 2001, a 
new immigration law was passed which states that “unauthorised arrivals” who qualify to 
be Convention Refugees and have resided in a country, since leaving their home country,  
for at least seven days where they could have sought and obtained effective protection, 
will not be able to seek a permanent protection visa (Marston, 2003). This implies, under 
the TPV policy regime, that the asylum seekers arriving in Australia “unlawfully” who 
fall into this category may never be eligible to be reunited with their families. 
 
 
 
Impact of this policy on families: 
 
 In order to tease out the impact of this current family reunification policy of the 
Australian Government I have conducted interviews with some refugees on TPVs and 
PPVs in Australia. One of the interviewees is on a TPV and the other two interviewees 
are on PPVs.  
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Case study1: 
 
The interviewee on a TPV is a 20 year old unaccompanied minor. He said he is the eldest 
son in his family. He is living alone in Australia and the rest of his family members are in 
Africa. According to his culture ‘family’ includes all the relatives in the extended family. 
The support of the family members is crucial in every aspect of their lives. He was in 
detention for two years and has recently been granted a temporary protection visa. When 
asked how he was keeping in touch with his family members he said it was very difficult 
and frustrating for him. Since the place where his family lives has no telephone facility, 
the only way to stay in touch was by sending letters through the Red Cross1. But it takes a 
long time for his family to receive his letters and reply. It is because the Red Cross only 
works in his country of origin intermittently as this organisation travels to different 
countries. Within those two years of detention he received just one letter from his family. 
He expressed deep anxiety for his family members as he is not currently aware of their 
whereabouts. The latest information he has is that the restaurant his family used to own in 



trafficker. He has been in Australia for four years. He spent three years on a temporary 
protection visa.  Staying in touch with his family is also difficult for him. When he was 
on the TPV he used to call his family at two to three month intervals. But he said it was 
expensive for him. He said being in Australia with no family members around is very 
difficult for him. He said, 

 
 “Sometimes I feel very lonely. I left my family and best friends. Everything is 
very different in Australia…but after getting PPV I feel very happy and relaxed. 
Now my family can come to me.” 
 

He went to Pakistan to apply for his family to join him in Australia under the Refugee 
and Special Humanitarian Program. But he said it has been almost six to seven months 
since they applied and they have still not received any response. One of Javed’s sisters is 
physically disabled. So the High Commission of Australia in Pakistan asked for 
documents of her disability. He is anxious that if his sister is rejected, there will be lot of 
problems for their whole family to reunite.  
 
For him, life in Australia without his family has been very difficult. He has already spent 
four years in Australia without his family. Even though the status of permanent residency 
in Australia will allow his family to join him, the possibility of his disabled sister being 
rejected on health grounds remains a prime concern. The possible rejection may cause 
serious mental stress for the separated family members. The Refugee Council of 
Australia argues that, excluding a close family member on health grounds can mean a 
lifetime separation for that family which creates an intense sense of guilt and anguish for 
the refugee in Australia.  
 
 
Case study3: 
 
Another interviewee was a 57 year old man from Iraq. All his five children and his wife 
are living in Greece. He was a Chief Aircraft Engineer in Iraq. Because of his political 
involvement he was threatened and persecuted in Iraq. So he and his family fled to 
Greece. From Greece he applied to be resettled in Australia but his application was 
rejected four times. He has been in Australia for six years. Now he has received a 
permanent protection visa. He said,  
 

“Though I am 57, I look like a 70 year old man. I am not relaxed…time pass very 
slowly…everyday I think of them…every small problem seems big for me 
because of the situation…I am becoming weak…I need someone to look after 
me.” 

 
After gaining the permanent residency status he feels somewhat relaxed. He says that, 
“after PPV I am hopeful that sooner or later my family will join me”. He applied for 
family reunion through the Refugee and Special Humanitarian Program. But only his 
wife and two youngest children’s application has been approved by DIMIA. The 
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applications of his other children have been rejected on the grounds that they do not come 
under the dependant children category. 
 
Because of the policy of detention and temporary protection visa this interviewee has 
already spent six years in Australia without his family. The rejection of the applications 
of his other two children is an example of the “narrow interpretation of family” (Refugee 
Council of Australia, 2001; 3) by DIMIA. However, the Refugee Council of Australia 
argues that, “…in many cultures, “dependency” does not cease when a son or daughter 
reaches the age of 18; rather, it is common for a young person to be seen as an integral 
part of the nuclear family unity until they marry” (2001;4). Tm



 
Sadly, the impact on mental health is not the end of suffering for the refugees. Many have 
paid with th



 
“Australia simply cannot afford to be seen as a potential soft target by forum 
shoppers and the increasingly sophistic



Australia has some obligations3 to not penalise asylum seekers for their illegal entry into 
the country (Frank, 2003). However, the Australian Government has maintained its 
arrogance in ignoring its obligation to protect this vulnerable group of people.  

 





(Human Rights Watch, 2002; 2). 



“Refugees are people with an identity, a past, a history, a cultural heritage and they are 
people who have been forced out of their countries by political turmoil, ethnic wars, 
religious, social and gender persecution” (Lacroix, 2004;147).  
 
Therefore, the refugee policy formulation should be based on a “sound moral basis” 
(Sidoti, 2002). 
 
 
 
Conclusion:  
 
The time has come for the Australian Government to make some fundamental changes in 
the refugee policy. Countries like the USA, and members of the European Union do not 
have a refugee policy that restricts family reunion. It is expected that border control 
should be given priority to maintain the nation’s sovereignty, but that should not happen 
at the cost of humanity. The vulnerability of refugees must be kept in mind before the 
Government imposes harsh policies as the refugees have suffered enough and this 
suffering must come to an end.  
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