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ATT Media release: 
Who will defend Australian African refugee’s youth?
The brutal murder of Liep Gony, an 18-year-old Sudanese refugee, has shocked Australia, and brought extreme grief to Liep’s family and the entire African-Australian community.  African Think Tank extends support and heartfelt condolences to Liep’s family and the whole Sudanese community, and shares their disbelief that such a tragic outcome could befall on a young person who had entrusted to Australia for a safe and productive future. 

Unnecessary loss of life is always tragic, but it is particularly poignant when it involves a young person.  Liep had been a refugee for most of his life, and a responsible, dutiful, devoted son who supported his family after the death of his father, bringing great pride to his family.  Liep was also known for his outstanding academic ability and sporting talent.  His capacity to achieve highly has been cruelly denied by an early, senseless death.

This tragedy occurs against a pattern of harassment, denigration and violence, both physical and verbal, towards African refugees in general, and the Sudanese community in particular.  

The death of Liep Gony follows at least two other brutal, senseless murders of young Sudanese.  On 9 December, 2006, Geoffrey Tabin, a  26-year-old Sudanese man who had been in Australia for two years, also died from severe head injuries after being assaulted in Western Sydney (Radio National, 21/12/06).  In February, 2006, and also in Western Sydney, 28-year-old Ruol Deng Atem Agang died after being allegedly king-hit by a youth who started the race-based assault by throwing eggs at Mr Ruol.  A father of four, Mr Ruol was hit so hard that he was lifted off the ground, sustaining a 10 cm crack to the skull when he hit the footpath (The Sydney Morning Herald, 10/2/06).
Amid a pattern of race-based incidents, an inflammatory, racist pamphlet vilifying Sudanese and Somali youth was recently letterboxed around Western Sydney by supporters of far right racist groups (Racist pamphlet targets Africans, Sydney Morning Herald, 9/8/07). This followed numerous similar campaigns targeting the Sudanese around NSW and Queensland, including a virulently hostile public campaign launched against Africans in 2005 by Macquarie University academic, Prof. Andrew Fraser.  

In Victoria, a lengthy letter published in The Age by Dandenong Councillor, Peter Brown was scathingly critical of Sudanese residents after one person was arrested at a private function (Letters, The Age, 9/1/07). In contrast, on 14/1/07, Dandenong Councillor, Alan Gordon, described rioting, taunting of police and widespread destruction of property by up to 1,500 people involved in illegal hoon racing as “just Aussie kids going out for a Friday night” (Burn-out crowd goes on the rampage, The Sunday Age,14/1/07). Ethnicity seemed to be a significant factor in the public commentary and espoused values emanating from a Council with a very diverse ethnic composition.
Widespread media coverage followed an anti-Semitic attack on a Jewish man in Balaclava, which also involved the racial abuse of an Indian Sikh mistakenly thought to be an Arab (eg  Jewish community on alert after race bashing, The Age, 20/8/07; Who can see a proud nation through this shattered glass? The Age, 23/8/07). The media coverage accurately reported a steeply rising incidence of race-based abuse and attacks in Melbourne. However, race-based attacks on Africans were not mentioned in that commentary. They have generally gone unreported, and are apparently not deemed newsworthy unless of an extreme fatal, or near-fatal, nature. Ironically, a young disabled African man disembarking from a tram was racially abused, chased and threatened by a man bearing a paling of wood on the same night the attack in Balaclava occurred. However, letters to the editor of a major Melbourne newspaper about this went unprinted.

In addition to activities that are overtly racist and illegal, two background factors beyond the control of African refugee communities impact critically upon the safety, quality of life, and productive integration of visibly distinct African refugees: media activity, and the management of refugee settlement.  

The first major factor involves the responsibility of the media to provide fair, balanced, well-researched reporting that does not inflame race in negative stories to exploit newsworthiness irrespective of the spikes in racial attacks on Africans, especially African children that accompany negative media campaigns. Superficial, erroneous and/or inflammatory reporting devalues the humanity and equality of refugees, making them ready targets for racial abuse.  

Headlines such as, “Lock out these refugee thugs,” Sunday Herald Sun, 4/2/07; Warning on African Refugee Gangs, The Australian, 26/12/06; Refugees ‘Turning to Crime for Kicks, The Australian, 27/12/06) and the alarmist content of many news articles, often without evidence or named sources,  incite unfounded suspicion of and hostility to Africans. A tragic car accident in Footscray triggered a rash of sensationalized, race-based media reports as if race were the only factor – rather than a completely extraneous and irrelevant factor - in such a freak accident (eg Race row brews over crash and Crowd fury after crash Sunday Herald Sun, 3/1/07).

Facts are easily lost in the emotion engendered by such media reports.  Readers of tabloids are informed of crime waves (eg Sudan crime fears, The Herald Sun, 6/2/07; Crime trend by Sudanese refugees a concern, Herald Sun, 2/11/05) despite the fact that, according to Victoria Police officer, Constable James Waterson,  crime statistics show “Sudanese migrants were well down on the list for law-breaking activities,” and thus "They are not a huge problem here." (The Australian, 28/9/07).

As the traditional media loses market share to digital media, recourse to sensationalised, shallow and/or alarmist reporting to grab attention can leave vulnerable and voiceless communities to bear an increasingly unreasonable brunt.

The second major factor impacting on refugee welfare and integration concerns the need to significantly improve management of the enormous funding appropriated for  education, youth and settlement programs to achieve effective and purposeful outcomes, with public scrutiny for accountability.  To date, refugee adults and youth have suffered for lack of quality English and other education programs despite funding of hundreds of millions of dollars. In spite of long-term complaints from the community, African children continue to be put into school grades according to their age, despite their lack of curriculum preparedness, and are thus effectively set up to lose confidence,  to fail, and to drop out in circumstances that no child could cope with. 

African parents have been told not to discipline their children or they would be taken away from them by the Department of Human Services; and the parents and children are unreasonably then blamed for lack of discipline when youth are out late at night.  In this and many other ways, refugee families and communities are being put under sustained levels of unreasonable and unnecessary stress.

Our society can benefit greatly from the skills, willingness to contribute and appreciation African refugees feel for Australia. However, no refugees can succeed without a fair go.  The tragic death of Liep Gony is a reminder of the sacred responsibility our society has to welcome, befriend and care adequately for the most vulnerable members of our community.
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