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Asylum seeker

An asylum seeker is someone who has fled their home and is
seeking protection from another country. They are waiting for their request
for protection to be processed and “refugee” status to be formally
recognised by the state.
According to the UNHCR, systems are in place to determine who is granted
international protection – and most individuals have a face-to-face interview
before their right to emergency protection is recognised.1 However, during mass
movements of refugees – usually caused by conflict – it’s not always possible to
conduct individual interviews. These groups of people are still given the right
to protection and are often called “prima facie” refugees, meaning they are
accepted as refugees until proven otherwise.2
Refugees and asylum seekers flee their homes for many reasons including escape
from conflict, violence, disaster or individual persecution due to their race,
political opinion or religion.
Wafa and Seema are Syrian refugee children walking along the train tracks that link Serbia with Hungary.
Their mother was killed and their father hopes they will be granted asylum in Europe.
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United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), accessed 16 April 2018 [online]. Available at http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/asylum-seekers.html
Ibid.
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Asylum seeker myth-busting
Myth 3:

Myth 1:

Asylum seekers are
“illegal immigrants”

Refugees and asylum
seekers are leaving their
country by choice

Asylum seekers are not illegal, as it is
not illegal to cross borders without
passports or visas to seek protection from
persecution. The right to seek asylum is
protected by Article 14 of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, which states
that everyone has the right to seek asylum
from persecution.3 In 1954, Australia made
a further commitment to providing refuge
to people fleeing persecution by signing the
Convention on the Status of Refugees.4

People leave their home countries as
a last resort and are fleeing due to
circumstances beyond their control.
They may live in an area where civil war
has broken out, or they may be from
an ethnic minority that are being driven
away. They may not live in a democratic
country and are being persecuted for
speaking out against the government,
or even following a minority religion.
Rejecting someone’s asylum application
can truly be a life and death matter.

Asylum seekers are also not immigrants,
because immigrants leave by choice, able to
return home at any time. Asylum seekers
leave because they are forced to due to
fear for their lives.
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United Nations (accessed 16 April 2018) [online].
Available at http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/
UNHCR (2018), “Convention and protocols relating to the
status of refugees” [online]. Retrieved 18 April 2018 from:
http://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10

Myth 2:

Myth 4:

“Boat people” are not
“genuine” asylum seekers
Every person has the right to seek
asylum. People who are granted asylum
are officially recognised as refugees and
therefore have the legal right to remain
in the country. In any one year since the
late 1990s, between 70 and 97 percent
of asylum seekers arriving in Australia by
boat have been found to be refugees and
granted protection. 5

5

Parliament of Australia (accessed 16 April 2018) [online]. Available at
http://www.aph.gov.au/binaries/library/pubs/bn/sp/asylumfacts.pdf

Boat arrivals might be
terrorists or pose other
security risks
There is no evidence that a terrorist has
ever entered Australia by boat.6 Around
the world, boat arrivals are subject to
the most scrutinised security checks of all
arrivals. The very act of arriving without
documentation alerts authorities to
undertake rigorous security checks.
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Asylum Seeker Resource Centre (accessed 16 April 2018), “Asylum
seekers and refugees: myths, facts and solutions”, [online]. Available at:
https://www.asrc.org.au/pdf/myths-facts-solutions-info_.pdf
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Refugees
A refugee is a person who has been granted the international right of
protection either as a result of having been recognised as a refugee by the
United Nations, or by being granted asylum by a government.
The UN’s refugee agency reported in 2016 that the number of displaced
people had hit its highest level in recorded history.7 As of 2016, 65.6 million
people had been forced to flee their homes – 22.5 million refugees, as well
as internally displaced people and asylum seekers.8
It was estimated in 2015 that while there were around 80,000 resettlement
places available from countries around the world, there were more than
one million refugees who needed resettlement.9

Obada, right, pictured with his friend Yousef, has been at Za’atari refugee camp in Jordan for five years. His family took a
terrifying 20-hour journey from their home town in Syria to reach safety. He hopes to return to Syria when it is safe.
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BBC News (accessed 16 April 2018) “UN refugee agency: Record 65.6 million people displaced worldwide”, [online].
Available at: http://www.bbc.com/news/world-40321287
Parliament of Australia (accessed 20 April 2018), “Refugee resettlement: what are the facts?” [online].
Available at: https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1617/RefugeeResettlement
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Where do refugees
come from?
Syria topped the list internationally for the
largest number of refugees originating from their
country in 2014 and 2015. Since 2011, around
80,000 refugees from Syria needed resettlement.
Other top countries of origin for refugees include
the Democratic Republic of the Congo (20,527),
Iraq (11,161), Somalia (10,193) and Myanmar
(9,738). These four countries plus Syria accounted
for almost 80 percent, or four out of five, of
UNHCR submissions for resettlement in 2015.10

Where do refugees go?
At the end of 2016,11 the six major refugee
hosting countries were:
Turkey 2.9 million
Pakistan 1.4 million
Lebanon 1.0 million
Islamic Republic of Iran 979,400
Uganda 940,800
Ethiopia 791,600
At the end of 2016, Turkey hosted the largest
number of refugees worldwide for the third year
in a row, with 2.9 million people. By comparison,
Australia was hosting 57,362 refugees and asylum
seekers according to figures from the UNHCR.12

Split into groups of four.
You will have half an hour to create
a presentation on what it is like to be
a refugee coming to a new country.
You can use drawings, write
information or find pictures. Things
you could include are:
Finding housing
Finding Jobs
Meeting new people
Once you have created your presentation
spend five minutes presenting to the class.

Meet Lilias
She’s a 17 year old from
South Sudan who was forced
to flee her home.
After her father was killed by rebels near
their home in South Sudan, Lilias
made the difficult decision to lead her
four younger siblings to safety, leaving her
mother behind. Without enough money to
pay for transport, they were forced to walk
for two weeks through bushland to reach
the border. They slept under the stars each
night – with no protection from the rain –
and used the little money they had to buy
food along the way.
Lilias packed three suitcases for the
journey, with school reports, immunisation
cards, notebooks and five pieces of clothing
each. They also carried five litres of
water. But the younger siblings grew tired
from the weight of the suitcases, so Lilias
transferred the most important items into
one – leaving everything else behind.
They arrived at Bidi Bidi refugee camp,
Uganda, where Lilias built two mud huts
for them to live in. Education is extremely
important to Lilias: “I prefer education
to succeed in my goals,” she says. “The
moment you have the knowledge you can
succeed [at] everything in the world, no
matter how much you suffer.”
Lilias dreams of travelling the world,
working for National Geographic. But
above all, she wishes she could take her
family home.

10 Ibid.
11 UNHCR (2016). “Global trends: forced displacement in 2016,” pp.14-15. Retrieved 18 April 2018 from http://www.unhcr.org/5943e8a34.pdf
12 ABC News (accessed 16 April 2018) “Where does Australia rank on its refugee intake?” [online].
Available at: http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-09-21/where-does-australia-rank-on-its-refugee-intake/7864070
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Impact of disasters
People are forced to leave their homes for many reasons.
Sometimes it’s because of natural disasters.
The immediate effects of a disaster are clear for all to see through the images on television –
injuries, loss of homes, the destruction of buildings and even death. Other social, economic and
environmental impacts are less obvious and happen after the cameras have left.
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Disease: After a disaster, tens of thousands may
crowd into emergency shelters that have poor
sanitation and limited clean water, food and medicine.
In this setting, infectious diseases can spread quickly and
add to the death toll.

Distress: It is normal for survivors of a disaster to
experience distress and grief. Relief programs need to
encourage increased family and community support for
people affected by the crisis and help people return to
a normal routine.

Hunger and malnutrition: When people lose
their usual way of making a living or their crops are
destroyed, food becomes scarce and people experience
hunger and malnutrition. Emergency food that families
have stored may not last till the next harvest or until
businesses get underway again.

Environment: Some disasters can affect the natural
environment. For example, in 2004, a tsunami hit fertile
coastal land in Indonesia, causing increased salinity and
making it difficult to grow crops. Aid and development
organisations worked to “wash” the fields and paddy
lands to remove the salinity.

Infrastructure and business: In poor countries,
infrastructure (ie. roads, businesses, schools, hospitals
and communication and energy systems) is limited and
precious. Disasters can destroy years of development
work. Rebuilding these essential items is costly and slow.

Women and children: The hardest hit in a disaster
tend to be the poorest and most vulnerable: children,
the elderly, women and the disabled. They may require
additional support and protection as part of the
disaster response.

World Vision Australia

Imagine there has been a natural disaster affecting
the whole of Australia. On the mind map below, draw the things that will
have an impact on your day-to-day life then use the boxes provided to
rank them 1 to 8 in order of importance for you:

Shelter

Possessions

food/water

family

health

safety

education

emotions
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Social justice and
human rights
Australia’s overseas aid program is an
investment in the future of our world
and our neighbours. But it is also an
investment in the future of Australia,
promoting Australia’s interests
through contributing to poverty
reduction and sustainable economic
growth. Less poverty and instability in
the world is good for everyone.
Thriving communities overseas can contribute to
stronger economies, which gives an opportunity
for trade and business from Australia. Countries
that are socially and economically stable are
less likely to have political uncertainty and more
likely to have an educated population. All of this
benefits Australia in the long term.

Australian Aid has made a significant difference
in communities around the developing world
in recent years. Most of Australia’s aid program
is focused in the Asia Pacific region, but the
government also funds work in the Middle
East, Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean.13
The main priorities are improving things like
education and health, gender equality, agriculture
and economic development, which means that
developing countries can grow their economy and
trade on the international market.
Several countries – including India, China and
Thailand – have been able to graduate from
receiving development aid.

13 Australian Government, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (accessed on 14 May 2018), “Australian Aid Budget Summary 2017-2018” [online].
Available at: http://dfat.gov.au/about-us/corporate/portfolio-budget-statements/Documents/2017-18-australian-aid-budget-summary.pdf

Australian Aid helps change lives in developing countries like the Solomon Islands.
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China
India

Myanmar

Bangladesh
Thailand

Over 700,000 refugees from Mynamar have arrived in Bangladesh since August 2017.

Myanmar refugee crisis

Myanmar is a sovereign state in
Southeast Asia that is currently
experiencing conflict in some areas,
which has triggered a massive rapid
movement of people.
Over 700,000 people (most of whom identify as
Rohingya) from Myanmar have crossed into the
Cox’s Bazar area of south-eastern Bangladesh
since August 2017. This is in addition to
approximately 200,000 refugees from Myanmar
already sheltering in the area before the latest
outbreak of violence.

Where is Myanmar?
Myanmar is in Asia, bordering Thailand and Laos
in the east and Bangladesh and India to the west.
It covers 653,508 square kilometres of land and
23,070 square kilometres of water. It’s the 40th
largest nation in the world, with a total area of
676,578 square kilometres.14

Why are people fleeing Myanmar?
On 25 August 2017 renewed violence broke out
in Rakhine state (situated on the western border)
which has forced people to flee.

Where are the Myanmar refugees
going?
Today, a total of 893,000 refugees are camped in
Cox’s Bazar. The majority (approx. 693,000) are
concentrated in the Kutupalong expansion site in
Ukhia – now the world’s largest refugee camp.15

What is life like for the refugees
who have fled to Bangladesh?
The speed and scale of the people coming into
Bangladesh has resulted in a critical humanitarian
emergency.
The people who arrived in Bangladesh came with
very few possessions. Basic services that were
available prior to the influx are under severe
strain due to the massive increase in people
in the area. At some of the camps water and
sanitation facilities are limited or of poor quality,
with extremely high population density raising
the risks of an outbreak of disease.
The Myanmar refugee population in Cox’s Bazar
is highly vulnerable: they have fled conflict,
experienced severe trauma; and are now living in
difficult conditions.
This is the reality of life for millions of refugees
around the world.

14 World Atlas (accessed 20 April 2018), “Where Is Myanmar?” [online]. Available at: https://www.worldatlas.com/as/mm/where-is-myanmar.html
15 Ibid.
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Monsoon season in Bangladesh
During the months of June to September, the
wet season gives Bangladesh a break from the
harsh heat of the summer months. This however
can be equally as detrimental to the people
of Bangladesh – and more so to refugees in
makeshift shelters.16
During a normal monsoon, floods cover about
20 percent of the country, disrupting life and
causing death. But more than 60 percent of
Bangladesh gets inundated during years when the
monsoon is severe.17

Floods also increase the spread of diseases which
cause life-threatening diarrhoea, skin disease,
acute respiratory infection and eye infection.18
During monsoon season this year almost half
a million vulnerable children and their families
will need protection from floods, mudslides,
destruction and disease in the world’s most
densely populated refugee camp.

16 World Weather and Climate Information (accessed 30 April 2018), “Climate: Average Monthly Weather in Dhaka, Bangladesh” [online].
Available at: https://weather-and-climate.com/average-monthly-Rainfall-Temperature-Sunshine,Dhaka,Bangladesh
17 Ibid.
18 UN Resident Coordinator for Bangladesh (2017), “Monsoon Floods: Bangladesh Humanitarian Coordination Task Team (HCTT) - Situation Report N. 1 (as of 28 August
2017)” [online], retrieved 30 April 2018 from: https://reliefweb.int/report/bangladesh/monsoon-floods-bangladesh-humanitarian-coordination-task-team-hctt-situation

In a group of four, imagine your camp is about to be hit by flood waters
and it is no longer safe to live in your shelter. You have 15 minutes before
you must leave. Work out the list of things that you would need to take
with you, and write why you would need each.
Think carefully about the items you include on your list:
What will you need to survive the journey?
What will you need when you arrive?
What personal items will you take with you?
Each person can take one bag and you must be able to walk and
carry the bag. You cannot take anything that doesn’t fit. Everyone in your
group must agree about what’s on the list.
After you have finalised your list, identify ONE item you would keep if you had to
leave all else behind. Explain why this item is most important.
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Vulnerable families are receiving rice, beans and oil rations.

Food crisis in South Sudan

Since the beginning of 2017, parts of
South Sudan have been experiencing
a food crisis. It follows several years
of instability in the country’s food
supply, largely caused by war and
drought.19 The crisis, focused in the
northern part of the country, has
been estimated to affect almost five
million people (about 50 percent of
the South Sudanese population), with
food shortages expected to grow
thoughout 2018.20

The United Nations describes this as the largest
humanitarian crisis since the agency was founded
in 1945.22 The situation is different from many
other famines or food security crises: this time,
it’s man-made.

South Sudan – the world’s newest country – has
been embroiled in conflict since December 2013.
Nigeria, Somalia, and Yemen are also on the
brink of a food crisis as they struggle to respond
to drought, rising food prices and food scarcity.21

As warring parties continue to fight, important
food supplies have been blocked and aid workers
have been attacked. In some areas, around 50
percent of harvests have been destroyed. Severe
drought has intensified an already fragile situation.

Why has the situation deteriorated
in South Sudan?
For 42 of the past 60 years, there has been war
in southern Sudan – both before and after the
state of South Sudan was created in 2011. The
country descended into civil war in 2013, leading
to widespread hunger.23

19 World Vision International (accessed 18 April 2018) “South Sudan conflict, hunger: facts, FAQs, and how to help” [online]. Available at:
https://www.worldvision.org/refugees-news-stories/south-sudan-refugee-crisis-facts
20 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (accessed 18 April 2018), “Almost two-thirds of the Sudanese population at risk of rising hunger” [online].
Available at: http://www.fao.org/south-sudan/news/detail-events/en/c/1105229/
21 The Guardian (accessed 18 April 2018), “Famine warning signs were clear – so why are 20 million lives now at risk?” [online]. Available at:
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2017/mar/07/famine-warning-signs-were-clear-so-why-are-20-million-lives-now-at-risk
22 The United Nations, as reported by The Guardian (accessed 20 April 2018), “World faces worst humanitarian crisis since 1945, says UN official” [online].
Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/11/world-faces-worst-humanitarian-crisis-since-1945-says-un-official
23 World Vision International (accessed 18 April 2018), “South Sudan conflict, hunger: facts, FAQs, and how to help” [online]. Available at:
https://www.worldvision.org/refugees-news-stories/south-sudan-refugee-crisis-facts
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What are the main drivers of food
crisis and famine?
Conflict
There is an ongoing civil war in South Sudan
between government and rebel forces. This has
caused massive internal displacement, – almost
2 million internally displaced people24 have been
forced to flee their homes but are unable to
leave the country.

Economic crisis
The conflict has led to an unstable economy. The
South Sudanese pound has been devalued and
there have been shortages in staple crops such
as corn, wheat and sugar. These factors have
made food too expensive to purchase and have
significantly impacted the current state of South
Sudan and the ongoing spread of food insecurity.

Climate change
Climate change is not the sole cause of the
current droughts, but exacerbates the problem
significantly, particularly for people already
experiencing food insecurity. This means climate
change may significantly increase the severity
and length of the droughts and the numbers of
people affected.

What is famine?
A famine is a widespread scarcity of food, caused
by several factors including war, inflation, crop
failure, population imbalance or government
policies.
Famine was declared in South Sudan in February
2017, however due to increased aid the situation
improved by June 2017 and famine status was
revoked, but the country is still experiencing a
food crisis. A food crisis is considered a famine
when certain criteria are met:
At least four out of every 10,000 children are
dying from lack of food.
20 percent of people are unable to meet
their daily food requirements and function
effectively (unable to go to work or school).
30 percent of people are acutely
malnourished.25

What is food insecurity?
Food insecurity means there is not enough
affordable food for people to buy. This leads to
hunger, malnutrition and possible starvation.
Agricultural conditions have been consistently
fluctuating in South Sudan due to variations
in weather, and the distribution of food has
significantly affected the conflict.

In a group of four, create a five minute PowerPoint presentation
about the current crisis in South Sudan. If you lived there, how might it
affect your daily life?
Your presentation should include the following:
impacts to education and the ability to go to school
impacts to home life, family and friends
impacts on health and wellbeing
Once presented, go around the room and discuss how you would manage
each of these and what kind of impact famine, major climate change
or civil war may have on your life.
24 UNHCR (accessed 11 April 2018) [online]. Available at: http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/south-sudan-emergency.html
25 Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (accessed 14 April 2018), “Evidence and standards for better food security decisions” [online].
Available at: http://www.ipcinfo.org/ipcinfo-detail-forms/ipcinfo-resource-detail0/en/c/178965/
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Syrian children under seven have lived their whole lives in war time.

Syria crisis

Syria has been embroiled in war for
seven years, with various groups
trying to seize control of the country.
Fighting is happening between
soldiers who support Syrian President
Bashar al-Assad, rebels who oppose
the president, and the Islamic State of
Iraq and Syria (ISIS). Over time, the
situation has grown more complicated
as more countries have become
involved.26

Why are Syrians fleeing their
homes?

Since 2011, at least 6.1 million people have been
displaced within Syria, while another 5.6 million
have fled to other countries.27

Collapsed infrastructure: Within Syria, 95
percent of people lack adequate healthcare and
70 percent lack regular access to clean water. Half
of the children are out of school. The economy is
destroyed and 80 percent of the population lives
in poverty.29

What is a civil war?
A civil war is a war in which parties within the
same culture, society or nationality fight against
each other for the control of political power.
Some civil wars are called revolutions when the
war causes a major restructuring of society. An
uprising, whether successful or not, is likely to be
classified as a civil war by historians if organised
armies fight conventional battles.
26
27
28
29

More than half of Syria’s population have fled
their homes. There are many reasons why they
have been forced to flee:
Violence: Since the Syrian civil war began, an
estimated 470,000 people have been killed,
including about 55,000 children, reports the
Syrian Centre for Policy Research. The war has
become deadlier since foreign powers joined the
conflict.28

Children in danger and distress: Syrian
children – the nation’s hope for a better future
– have lost loved ones, suffered injuries, missed
years of schooling and experienced unspeakable
violence and brutality.

BBC News “What’s happening in Syria?”, accessed 20 April 2018 [online]. Available at: http://www.bbc.co.uk/newsround/16979186
Ibid.
Human Rights Watch (accessed on 19 April 2018) “Syria: events of 2016” [online]. Available at: https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2017/country-chapters/syria
World Vision International (accessed on 19 April 2018) “Syrian refugee crisis: facts, FAQs, and how to help” [online].
Available at: https://www.worldvision.org/refugees-news-stories/syrian-refugee-crisis-facts
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What started the Syrian civil war?
The Syrian civil war officially began on 15
March 2011, when peaceful protestors calling
for government reform took to the streets in
southern Syria. As the movement spread through
the country, it met with strong government
crackdowns and increasing violence on both
sides.
By the following year, Syria had been thrust into
a civil war, with the Syrian military opposing a
growing number of militant groups. Conflict has
torn apart the lives of Syrian children and families
as government forces and militant groups fight to
take and rule territory. The country’s weakened
government, as well as the destruction of its
social service and institutions, make Syria a
textbook case of a “fragile state”.

They were building a support base and taking
control of Sunni-majority areas in Iraq for several
years, but before the Syrian war. Between 2011
and 2014 they grew, spilling into Syria and rallying
extreme Sunnis to take up arms with them. At
first ISIS had small weapons, but as they’ve grown
in numbers, they’ve taken over more land in both
Syria and Iraq. This land has provided valuable
resources, such as oil and wheat, which ISIS sells
to buy more powerful weapons.

What, or who, is ISIS or ISIL?
The name ISIS stands for Islamic State in Iraq and
Syria. They are also known as ISIL (Islamic State
in Iraq and the Levant) and IS (Islamic State). ISIS
is a militant group seeking to create its own state,
governed by their own extreme interpretation
of Sunni Islam. They seek to destroy all other
branches of Islam as well as convert or destroy
all non-Muslims.

The civil war has destroyed entire towns and cities, including Aleppo (above).
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Women and children sit outside tents at Rajab, an Informal Tented
Settlement that houses Syrian refugees near the city of Zahle in
Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley.
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If Australia was Syria

If Australia
was Syria, every single
person in Melbourne’s
CBD would have been
killed.
That’s around 44,087 people, plus
455,913 in the surrounding suburbs.30
Over 11,000 children would dead.

4.8 million

children would
be forced to leave
their homes.

Syria

Everyone

living in Victoria would
have abandoned their
townhouses, homes, units
and fled, plus everyone in
Sydney too.31
Melbourne and Sydney
would be ghost towns.

That’s every primary and
secondary school student
in Australia – plus another
million children.32

Australia

30 City of Melbourne (accessed 14 May 2018 [online]. Available at: http://melbournepopulation.geografia.com.au/areas/CLSA01, in conjunction with I Am Syria [online].
Available at: http://www.iamsyria.org/death-tolls.html. Comparison to Syria based on the 2018 population of Melbourne CBD and surrounding suburbs versus the
number of people killed in the Syria conflict since 2011.
31 Ibid. Comparison to Syria based on the 2018 population of Victoria and Sydney and surrounding suburbs versus the number of Syrian people who have fled their homes
since 2011.
32 Australian Bureau of Statistics (accessed on 14 May 2018) [online]. Available at: http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/mf/4221.0
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Spend 20 minutes thinking about what you have learned so far and
write down some thoughts about the following:
Why is it daunting to take action
during a crisis?

What does it mean to
“humanise” a cause?

How can we help to humanise the refugee crisis, both in our own eyes
and in the eyes of others?

What “small steps” can we take in our school and in our community
to help respond to the refugee crisis?

Once completed, share each answer with your class and see
if there are any common answers.

40 Hour Famine Backpack Challenge
17-19 August
40hourfamine.com.au

@40hourfamine #wearewithyou #40hourfamine
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