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Karen Refugees tell of their Suffering and Hopes
At its first gathering for 2007, the Geelong Catholic Social Justice Committee hosted a presentation by two representatives of the Karen people at the Wesley Centre.  The Karen is the largest of the ethnic minority groups from the mountain ranges of eastern Burma and northwestern Thailand.  Here are excerpts from the presenters’  biographies:

 Mrs Kunoo 

When I married, I went to live with my husband in a Karen village near the border of Burma and Thailand and far from the Burmese.  In 1983, Karen villages nearby joined us to celebrate the Karen New Year.  Two weeks later, the Burmese soldiers dropped bombs and destroyed our village.  Many people died and others were wounded so we crossed the Moie River and moved to Thailand. 

The Thai authorities gave us temporary shelter in a refugee camp and I lived there for 23 years until I came to Australia a year ago.  There are seven Karen refugee camps in Thailand and our camp is the biggest and most populated with more than 40,000 refugees. The houses in the camps are made of bamboo and leaves and there is no electricity.
We live in fear in the camp because the enemy can attack us at anytime.  They burn houses and shoot the people. Christians in the camp pray together at church every evening from 6 to 7pm and on Sundays we pray three times.  Sometimes, if we get information that the enemy will attack us, we fast and pray together for 12 hours in every church in the camp.  We believe that everything is God’s will and only God can help us and guide us. 

 
Mrs T Benjamin
It was a hard life in  the refugee camp.  We had no choice but to stay in the camp for the rest of our lives.  Once I had no money and I asked my husband to leave the camp and look for work.  My husband did what I told him to do but on his way home Thai police arrested him.  They were going to send him back to Burma so he had to bribe the guard with money and someone had to recommend him to be let out of jail.  They arrest people because they don’t have Thai or Burmese ID cards.  It always happens to refugees and I don’t want to face it any more.  
 I saw no future for my children in the camp so I applied to come to Australia.  I waited for two years and I arrived on 14th December 2005.  I sponsor a school inside Burma where my people are longing for and would be very happy for a helping hand. Life is so hard in the jungle without huts and food.  People have to keep moving because the Burmese military advance all the time.  They don’t know how to escape and have no idea what to do.

About Burma (Myanmar)
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Burma’s ethnic minorities reportedly suffer the worst health conditions in the world and are more likely to die than people in Congo, Sierra Leone and Afghanistan.  More than 12% of their population has the most dangerous form of incurable Malaria.  The epidemic could be inverted with a modicum of basic healthcare but aid is blocked by the Burmese military.  There are critical repercussions for the region if Burma continues to leave HIV, TB and Malaria unchecked within its borders.  

Burma shares its borders with Thailand, China, India, Bangladesh and Laos.  It has seven ethnic minority states that make up a third of the population.  The National League for Democracy, led by the Nobel Peace Prize winner Aung San Suu Kyi, won 392 out of 485 seats in Burma’s last democratic election in 1990 but the military junta stole the government. The military has cruelly suppressed dissent and persecuted ethnic groups since 1962.  It is guilty of gross acts of corruption and human rights violations; burning villages and rice crops, stealing livestock, torturing and even killing civilians.  Burma has the greatest number of landmines in the world and there is widespread use of forced labour, including children.                                                                                                                                         

                                                           Santina Rizzo

Editorial Comment
Easter calls us all to Justice

Easter celebrates the triumph of the power of God over the power of evil in Christ’s resurrection.  For Christians the power of Christ is at work in human history, bringing about in it the rule of justice over injustice.  However, the effects of that work have not yet penetrated every human heart and every human institution.  Christians are called to hasten that penetration by their efforts at justice.  

That those efforts are sorely needed in the Geelong region is all too evident from three blots on our landscape.  First, two of Geelong’s postcodes, according to a recent study commissioned by Jesuit Social Services, are among the most disadvantaged in Victoria.  Second, violence, rape and anti-social behaviour are disgracing our streets as a result of our tolerance of irresponsible drinking practices in our night clubs.  Third, even the foundations of our local democracy have been tainted by our unquestioning tolerance of the attempt by local business people to influence Geelong’s 2004 Council elections by large donations to the campaigns of several candidates.

The Geelong Catholic Social Justice Committee has a sub-committee looking into the Jesuits’ report, so more will be said in future issues of Justice News on that matter.  Our committee believes, however, that immediate action is needed and possible on the violence in our streets.  There may well be factors other than alcohol at work here but we have no doubt that regulations permitting all night drinking, and ‘cheap booze’ competition between venues, are 

the major contributors to this problem.  Tightening of liquor regulations to shorten opening hours, and police action against licensees who threaten public order by competitive strategies which encourage irresponsible drinking, are urgently needed.

Finally, recent events throughout the nation have demonstrated how fragile the structures of democracy are.  Two Federal Ministers have been forced to resign and a Parliamentary Secretary rebuked for breaches of democratic norms.  Worse still, the Western Australian Cabinet has been infiltrated by lobbyists for business interests.  Now Premier Lennon in Tasmania is faced with the possibility of criminal proceedings for trying to influence a quasi-judicial panel.  Power in a democracy is supposed to be shared by all groups, not dominated by one.  Politicians are supposed to avoid not just actual but also 
perceived conflicts of interest.  Attempts at dominance of local power by business groups, and cooperation with such attempts by politicians warrant more than the narrow investigations of law breaking by the Whelan report and advice on how to avoid conflicts of interest in the future by the Ombudsman.  If the ethos which permitted such offences against democracy in the first place is to be reformed, the deeds and motives of those involved need to be scrutinised by a judicial inquiry.  

40 years since the referendum and where are we?

In the 1967 Referendum, over 90 per cent of Australians voted in favour of removing from the Federal Constitution the prohibition of the Federal government from making laws for people ‘of the Aboriginal race’, and to allow them to be counted in the census.  Thus, the ability of individual States and Territories to control Indigenous people’s lives, and even whether they could be citizens in their own land was removed.

But 40 years down the track the removal of these barriers to Indigenous equality as citizens has not produced anything like equality in any of the things to which citizenship is supposed to give access.  No government apology has been offered for past injustices, no restoration of sovereignty in any form has taken place and even the Native Title rights recognised by the High Court in the 1993 Mabo Judgment have been all but reduced to tokenism.  It is hardly surprising therefore that on all the measures of welfare Indigenous Australians fare worst: health, education, employment, housing and rates of imprisonment.

The Geelong One Fire Reconciliation Group is following the lead of Reconciliation groups around the country in commemorating this Referendum in such a way as to spur Australians on towards finishing this sorry business.  The 1967 Referendum was achieved by the gathering of petitions over a 10 year period by Aboriginal activists and their supporters.  The Geelong group proposes to mimic that process by circulating a petition to finish the unfinished business in the manner proposed by National Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation in 2000.  The petition would be presented to politicians in an event to mark the occasion at the end of Reconciliation Week this year.
Concert and Auction 

featuring 

Tim McCallum
Geelong's Singing Sensation
Domingos Savio Gomes Marcal
Inaugural Winner of 

Stars of National East Timor Radio
Supported by
Musicians and Singers from St Joseph's College
Sunday May 20th 

5.00pm for 5.30pm start
St Joseph's College Newtown Performing Arts Centre
Wine and Savouries provided prior to the concert 

All proceeds will be given to the 

Australia East Timor Friendship School Project 

for the education of children in East Timor

especially in the District of Viqueque.
Geelong has a formal relationship with this district 

located approximately 195 kms south-east of Dili. 

A range of Geelong regional schools is registered with the FSP.
Supported by
The City of Greater Geelong

Geelong-East Timor Friendship Committee 

The Australia-East Timor Association, Geelong Branch 

The Geelong Catholic Social Justice Committee 

Tickets @ $20 adult, $10 concession, $45 family available from
Carmel Stark @  St Joseph's College, Aphrasia St, Newtown Tel: 5226 8111

email carmels@sjc.vic.edu.au

Michelle Petersen @  Maxwell Collins Real Estate, 55 Myers St, Geelong Tel: 5222 4711 
Credit Cards accepted
Message Stick:  Continuing the Journey
Many people throughout Victoria participated in the very successful ‘Message Stick’ program last year.  To continue the journey commenced by that program, Catholics for Australian Reconciliation (CFAR) are launching a follow-up initiative this year.  Parishes and other bodies can apply to participate in the initiative which will entitle them to receive several things.

Participants will receive a kit ($200 with the Plaque, $125 without) containing a ‘Message Stick’ like the one they received in the original program.  They will also receive a plaque commemorating the ‘pass-it-on’ relay as well as liturgical suggestions for future events in their community to mark the place of Indigenous Catholics in the church, and of Indigenous peoples in this nation.  The kit will also include other materials to guide these efforts at reconciliation.

Brochures on all this have gone out to parishes and schools but all the information and the application form can be obtained by contacting CFAR/ACM on 9480 3849 or email cfar@passiton.org.au.

Michael Leahy
Churches & Community combine in Torquay to assist West Papuan Refugees
There are 5 to 7 thousand West Papuan refugees living in settlements along the Papua New Guinean border. These are the people who fled West Papua in 1984. With no work or means of support, they rely solely on church agencies for education and health care. Their needs were highlighted when West Papua specialist, Annie Feith, met with Sr Maureen Sexton who was home on leave from her work with refugees in the Catholic Diocese of Kiunga in PNG's Fly River area. Annie and her husband Philip Lim took action by providing the Surf Coast Uniting Church Social Justice Group with 18 West Papuan bark paintings to sell for the benefit of the refugees.

In the third weekend in January, Torquay's Uniting Church foyer became home to a striking display of these fine paintings. After a well-attended opening, visitors came regularly over the next two days. Roster helpers and purchasers came from St Theresa’s Church and the Uniting Church as well as the local community. By the time the exhibition closed, 10 paintings had been sold for a total of $3,350. 

The owner of Torquay’s Café Moby kindly displayed the remaining paintings for two weeks free of change, which resulted in wider community awareness and two further sales. This brought the proceeds to $3,950. Profits from this social justice venture have gone to the Diocese of Kiunga, and have been acknowledged in a grateful letter from Bishop Gilles. Many thanks to Sr Maureen, Annie and Philip, and all who helped to make the project a success. 

Jan Hale

Surf Coast Uniting Church Social Justice Group 

Climate Change — The Challenge to all of us
On February 15 Father Sean McDonagh, an Irish Columban Missionary Priest gave an address in Melbourne, on the subject of Climate Change – Challenge to all of us.   Fr. McDonagh, who has spent over two decades in the Philippines, has written extensively on ecology and environmental issues in the context of religion, after extremely thorough and well-documented scientific research. 

Fr. McDonagh pointed out that one of the most worrying aspects of the whole problem of global warming and climate change, is the slowness of our political leaders to recognise the seriousness of the situation facing us, and the need to take decisive action now.   In fact it is the attitude and policy of people like President George Bush who appears to be in a state of denial and who repudiated the Kyoto Protocol that is hindering positive action in addressing the situation. 

To our shame, Australia has failed to sign the Protocol, due mainly to the Prime Minister’s subservient attitude towards Mr. Bush and his administration.   The reason given for our abject abdication of our international responsibilities to tackle climate change is the harmful effect it would have on our economy.   In reality, as Fr. McDonagh points out, the cost of complying with Kyoto must be offset against the cost of doing nothing and thereby paying the price of an increase in extreme weather patterns.   What happened in the Philippines earlier this year illustrates this point;  not only in the loss of many human lives caused by the severe flooding, but also the fact that much of the valuable top-soil was washed away, leaving the land no longer suitable for farming, and thus ruining the future livelihood of the people there. 

Every effort should be made to reduce our energy needs, and to promote and support alternative, non-polluting sources of energy. 

Fr. McDonagh asks the question what steps the Churches should take on a global level as well as a local level.   It should be a top priority for the Catholic Church, if the Church really believes that its mission is for the flourishing of the life of the world, and the fulfilment of our united responsibility as stewards of God’s creation. 

May we together respond to the challenge expressed in the great Pentecost prayer “Come, O Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of your faithful, and enkindle in them the fire of your love.   Send forth your Spirit, and they shall be created, and you will renew the face of the earth.”

Finally, a careful reading of Fr. McDonagh’s latest book, ‘Climate Change: The challenge to all of us’ will help us all to understand the magnitude of the problem facing us, and together make a positive response. 

Monsignor James Murray 
Justice News is a publication of the Geelong Catholic Social Justice Committee, and is authorised and published by the Committee’s coordinator, Gordon Snowdon, c/- St Mary’s Parish Office Yarra Street Geelong 3220.

The Committee welcomes letters and comments in response to items published in Justice News.  All letters and comments are placed before the Committee and will be replied to wherever possible.  

The Committee can be contacted via its coordinator, Gordon Snowdon. The Committee’s contact person for media enquiries is Dr Michael Leahy on 52561656
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