OPINION

Why Labor will turn back asylum seeker
boats
A TERRIBLE loss of asylum seeker lives took place on Labor’s watch. We won’t
repeat our mistakes, writes shadow immigration minister Richard Marles.
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Asylum seekers arriving for processing on Christmas
Island.

THE issue around asylum seekers are among the most serious policy areas any
politician or government has had to deal with in this country.
Despite the best intentions, a terrible loss of life took place on Labor’s watch. We did not get it right
then, but we are very clear now about making sure we don’t repeat those mistakes.
We won’t allow people smugglers to reopen the perilous journey from Java to Australia again.
BILL SHORTEN TO ADOPT BOAT TURNBACK POLICY
ELLEN WHINNETT: TURNBACKS WILL TEST LABOR FACTIONS
Most of those on the journey are genuine refugees, but this journey, of itself, is not a flight from
persecution. No one is fleeing persecution in Indonesia.
This journey is all about people smuggling: criminal
syndicates, making a great deal of money, taking advantage of
vulnerable people with the result that 1200 asylum seekers
died on our border in less than three years.
Were a future Labor Government to allow that journey to start
again in earnest, and put people smugglers back in business,
the consequence would be a huge loss of life on our borders
again. Given what we now know, we would be rightly
condemned.
We are resolved to send a clear and unequivocal message to
people smugglers that a Shorten Labor Government will never
afford them the chance to start plying their despicable trade in
human misery.
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That means we need to be able to use every policy setting at our disposal to ensure that this passage is
never reopened.

We will stand firm on maintaining a policy of offshore processing. Taking Australia off the table has
dealt a huge blow to people smugglers being able to sell the journey to Australia.
However, unlike the Liberals, we don’t think the offshore facilities should be run as punitive holding
cells. They need to be humane. They need to offer people seeking safety exactly that. And they need to
provide speedy processing so that claims for protection can be determined quickly.
Offshore processing and regional resettlement, together with the Coalition’s policy of turn-backs, is
what actually stopped the boats.
Neither could have succeeded in isolation. Together they have ended a human tragedy.
Labor continues to have legitimate operational concerns about turn-backs.
The Government has steadfastly refused to provide answers which would allay the concerns of
Australians. The community is entitled to know the facts.
However, ignoring this policy would be irresponsible and would risk sending a dangerous message to
people smugglers.
I believe that provided it can be done safely, a future Labor Government must have the option to
undertake turn-backs. At all times, Australia will meet its international obligations.
That is the position Labor held in the past with then leader Kevin Rudd signalling his intent to engage
in turn-backs before the 2007 election.
Today people smugglers in Jakarta are largely out of business. We know that.
Labor will not risk putting those people smugglers back into operation with the inevitable consequence
that hundreds of men, women and children will face certain death in the Java Sea.
This is not about pandering to the politics of fear, it is about having a sensible, safe set of policies that
will stop people from dying.
It is also about making sure that there is no ambiguity or uncertainty about Labor’s position when it
comes to our borders.
For all Prime Minister Tony Abbott’s crowing about his achievements, let’s not forget we saw the very
worst of our Parliament on display when the Greens teamed up with the Liberals to scuttle Labor’s
circuit breaker deal with Malaysia.
For the Coalition, closing down that journey is the central piece of an architecture which is about
putting a massive wall around Australia and turning our back on the world’s problems.
By contrast, Labor is driven by compassion. Accordingly, a future Labor Government will be more
engaged with the world than ever before at a time when the globe is experiencing its biggest
humanitarian need since World War II.
But our capacity to do that is dependent on the route between Java and Christmas Island being closed.
If it started up again, we would be consumed by it again, as we were when we were last in Government.
It would engulf us to the point that it is all we could do.
The toxic debate would remain.
The ALP National Conference will require a difficult but dignified debate and the making of a tough
decision. But if we can get it right, Australia’s humanitarian standing and our security will actually be
enhanced, not diminished.
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