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1. Preamble

1.1. The Australasian Association for Bioethics and Health Law (AABHL) is the leading organisation
concerned with issues of bioethics and heath law in Australia and New Zealand. The Association’s
primary aims are to advance the study of bioethics and health law, and to increase public awareness in
these fields by promoting public debate within Australasia.

1.2. This statement was drafted at AABHL’s 2018 conference in Townsville in support of the positions
articulated by several other professional health organisations in statements that express similar
concerns about the health and wellbeing of asylum seekers and refugees who are currently held in
immigration detention, or who are stranded offshore after the closure of detention centres on Manus
Island and Nauruzi-3.

2. The health and wellbeing of refugees and people seeking asylum

2.1. Asylum seekers and refugees typically suffer an unusually high burden of ill-health due to the
effects of war and persecution in their countries of origin, and also due to hardships endured on their
journeys in search of safety and security. Australia has fundamental obligations—agreed to under UN
declarations that Australia has ratifieda—to respond to their needs by providing for their safety and
security, and by providing health care to a standard comparable to that enjoyed in the wider
Australian community, while their claims are being processed. This includes provision of adequate
food, clothing, accommodation and healthy environmental conditions (e.g. sanitation); and also access
to timely and appropriate medical care, necessary social services, and health-related education and
information.

2.2. There is now well-documented evidence that the current system of immigration detention is both
failing to provide for these needs, and compounding the harms suffered. The severity of adverse
health outcomes has been documented in numerous reports such as those published by the Australian
Human Rights Commissions, which highlights the mental health impacts of detention; the health
impacts of parlous conditions in offshore detention centres; and the acute suffering of children who
are or have been held in immigration detention.
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3. Obligations to protect health and human rights

3.1. We call on the Australian government to honour its legal and ethical obligations to provide justice
and protect the health and human rights of all asylum seekers and refugees and provide health care
and promote their long-term health as is set out in the Royal Australasian College of Physicians (RACP)
position statement on refugee and asylum seeker health2. Above all, along with the RACP, we exhort
the Australian government to implement a rights-based and humane approach to people seeking
asylum.
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