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I went inside.

Dogs came in too.

Man took off all his

clothes and showed

me his private parts.

I wet my pants and

soiled my pants.

This is reason I left my

country – this fear of

rape – I see it happen

to many. Then he said

I don’t care and hit my

face very hard.

He said dogs will kill

you if you don’t suck

my private part.

Then I have

no choice.

[Woman refugee on Nauru]
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PREFACE

On 22 August 2015 this headline ran in

The Saturday Paper, a national newspaper in

Australia – “Nauru rapes: ‘There is a war on

women’”.

The situation for refugees and asylum seekers had

been getting worse in Australia’s detention centres

out in the Pacific region, but this headline pointed to

a unique form of abuse: women were being routinely

abused, raped and doomed to spend the rest of

their lives on a tiny island nation, often alongside the

perpetrators.

“Mary” (not her real name) was 24 years old when

she found herself and her family on the wrong side

of the timeline when the Gillard Labor government

reopened the Pacific detention centres in 2012. In

May 2015, she decided to use her day release to visit

a refugee friend who was living in the community on

Nauru. Her mother and brother became concerned

when she failed to return by the evening curfew and

her brother began a frantic search for her, assisted

by some guards.

She was not found until 9pm that night. The local

police discovered her slumped beside the road

outside the detention centre. She was deeply

traumatised and bruised, with bite marks over her

body. She had clearly been the victim of a serious

sexual assault.

The police put Mary in a car and drove around

the island for about 45 minutes as they watched

a fireworks display. Then, rather than taking the

obviously battered young woman to hospital and



notifying her distraught family, they took her to the

police station. Once there, they questioned her and

attempted to get a statement from her. She was mute

with trauma and in no condition to give a statement,

but nevertheless the police persisted. She was

eventually labelled as being non-compliant. Despite

the obvious evidence of sexual violence, the police

did not register this as an assault nor attempt to take

any forensic evidence from her.

Mary was finally taken to the International Health and

Medical Services (IHMS) where she was examined.

The IHMS is a clinical service for the health and

treatment of asylum seekers within the detention

centres paid for by the Australian government.

Meanwhile, as they waited for news her mother and

brother were put in isolation in the detention centre.

The police didn’t tell Mary’s family she had been

found until 11pm – two hours after she had been

located. 

Then there is “Sophie” (again, not her real name), a

26-year-old woman released from the camps to live

in the community on Nauru. In April 2015 she was

waiting at a bus stop when a car pulled up beside

her. The bus wasn’t coming, the men said, and if

she waited at the stop she would fall prey to “dogs

that eat humans”. They offered her a lift.

“So I told myself that the driver might say truth,

so I said OK,” Sophie said. “But when they arrived

where they want, they said ‘get out of the car’. I

understand what they want. It was one man who

wants to rape me, that is why they told me to get

out of the car. The other man – I don’t know where



1. thesaturdaypaper.com.au/news/immigration/2015/08/22/nauru-rapes-there-war-women/14401656002263
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PREFACE



he has gone. Only one man left with me. I tried to

beg him but that was impossible. What he want he

got it from me.”1 

These stories – and many others like them

involving women and children in the detention

centres complaining of sexual assault and abuse –

were a catalyst for action. The mounting evidence

of a pattern of systemic assault and rape of refugee

women on Nauru was emerging. At first it was the

stories of assaults inside the camp by both local men

and Wilson Security staff, from women brought to

Australia for medical and psychological care which

alerted us to the horrors of life in the Australianrun centres. From April 2015 the phone calls from

distressed women living outside the camp detailed

a pattern of rape and abuse in the Nauru community

that could not be ignored.

As some of the women became pregnant through

rape, there was an urgent need for medical attention

that was not available on Nauru. The authors of

this report formed a group, Australian Women

in Support of Women on Nauru (AWSWN), and

began fundraising to send some of their members

to Nauru on a fact-finding visit. Within weeks, the

Nauruan government responded by announcing

that foreign journalists would not be permitted

onto the island.2

It is clear the Australian government is determined

to place the plight of asylum seekers beyond the

reach of the international media and civil society,

and therefore as invisible as possible. For this

reason, AWSWN committed to bringing the story

of Australia’s treatment of women on Nauru to the

international community. It is the story of women,

many young and travelling on their own, who sought

asylum and safety in Australia. Instead, they were

put in detention on an island where they are being

humiliated, assaulted and raped; where they watch

their children collapse under the burden of despair

and hopelessness; and where their children too are

exposed to sexual assault.



None of this will come as a shock to members of

the Australian Parliament. Letters and photographs

detailing the attacks on women have been sent

to every Member of Parliament and Senator. They

know what is happening on Nauru. The then Minister

for Immigration, Scott Morrison, sent Philip Moss, a

former Commonwealth Integrity Commissioner to

investigate. His report confirmed that assaults and

rapes were occurring and not being reported out of

fear of reprisals.

Ample evidence of the likely damaging impact of

indefinite detention and lack of adequate health

facilities on detainees was readily accessible when

Labor reopened Nauru. For example, an Oxfam

Report3 published in 2007 painted “a shocking

picture of psychological damage for the detainees”

including mass hunger strikes, multiple incidents

of self-harm and widespread depression and other

psychological conditions.

Those who had experienced the harsh conditions

of indefinite detention on Nauru suffered deep

depression and feelings of helplessness for years

afterwards.”4 There were other equally damning

reports. The mainstream media largely failed to remind

the public or politicians of this evidence during the

events that led up to the decision to reopen Nauru.

Since 2012 both the major political parties –

Labor and the Liberal National Coalition – have

supported a brutal policy that:

• commits to detaining offshore indefinitely people

who arrive by boat

• refuses to process their refugee claims in

Australia, and

• mandates that those ultimately found to be

refugees will not be permitted to settle in Australia.

These offshore processing centres are housed

on the impoverished islands of Nauru and Manus

Island (a province of Papua New Guinea). The

policy involves a failure to provide appropriate

medical treatment and housing and exposes those



2. abc.net.au/news/2015-10-29/nauru-rejects-calls-for-greater-access-for-australian-media/6895174

3 http://resources.oxfam.org.au/filestore/originals/OAus-PriceTooHighAsylumSeekers-0807.pdf

4 Oxfam report 2007, page 3
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PREFACE



detained to violence and sexual abuse – and all of

this in the name of deterring asylum seekers from

coming to Australia. Both major parties support

laws that gag those who report what happens on

Nauru with the threat of two years’ jail. Reports of

the systemic pattern of abuse of women and children

have been deflected by attacks on the credibility of

victims, staff and witnesses. Successive Ministers

have blamed advocates for exposing the abuse.

These denials have proceeded at the same time as a

separate Royal Commission has exposed the cover

ups and abuse of children in Australian institutions

and bipartisan political support for a campaign to

end violence against women.

The Australian Greens, some smaller parties and

many groups in civil society support the closing down

of detention centres on Manus Island, Nauru and

the harshest Australian remote detention centres

including Christmas Island.

The centre on both Manus Island and Nauru is



deteriorating at the time of writing, and refugees and

asylum seekers have been peacefully protesting on

Nauru for 74 days. The situation on Manus Island is

under a cloud since the The Supreme Court of Justice

of Papua New Guinea found that Australia’s detention

of asylum seekers on the island breached the right to

personal liberty in PNG’s Constitution.

Currently there are no refugee women on Manus

Island. Although both women and children were

detained there in appalling conditions in 2012 to

2013, the focus of this report is on the conditions

surrounding the detention of women on Nauru. While

all those detained indefinitely on Nauru are exposed

to trauma and discrimination, this report focuses on

women asylum seekers who are subject to specific

gender-based forms of discrimination and violence.

Without international and national pressure

demanding change, this situation will continue

to cause serious harm and destroy the lives of

innocent women, children and men.
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OVERVIEW

On 12 August 2013 Air Chief Marshall Angus Houston

flanked by Paris Aristotle and Professor Michael

L’Estrange, who together comprised a so-called

Expert Panel, announced a policy of “No Advantage”

in which all asylum seekers arriving in Australia by

boat would now be transferred to Nauru and Manus

Island in Papua New Guinea. There they would

wait for an unspecified time for their claims to be

processed. This heralded a return to the Pacific

Solution of 2001 that saw 1637 people taken to

offshore camps. Eventually 61 per cent (705 people)

were resettled in Australia. The Nauru detention

centre was closed in February 2008.

About 303 women were sent to Nauru. In this group

were 117 women who had no family and who were

travelling alone. Many women had children and

babies. The women and children and families initially

sent to Manus Island were removed in July 2013

because it proved too dangerous. The people on

Nauru were told in July 2013 that they would never

be resettled in Australia. They were granted 5 year

then 10 year visas with no assurance as to what their

future holds.

Stories of the sexual assault of women on Nauru

both in the camps and in the community have been

told in horrified whispers to trusted people. They

are backed up by reports of shocking incidents.

Women and children are regularly exposed to

sexual humiliation and harassment within the

camp as they live in tents without privacy and are

subjected to intrusive body searches with scanners

by male security personnel. The very infrastructure
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of the camp leaves women open to physical abuse

including rape and a fear of retaliation if abuse

was reported. The flimsy showers and toilets

on rough stone walkways, the lack of water for

basic cleanliness, the distance between tents and

facilities and the lack of lighting for safety have been

documented in reports but not acknowledged by

government or opposition. The heat, the flies, the

vermin in vinyl tents make life unbearable for these

women.

This report details how women released as refugees

into the Nauru community face grave danger from

attacks on isolated bush tracks. They have been

raped, bashed and even burnt as they scurry from

their demountable cabins to the market for food. The

resettlement infrastructure for single women consists

of isolated cabins in the bush, which has left them

open to attacks and rape by local men. This report

draws together the evidence from multiple reports

on the resettlement policy as well as the intimate

stories of women living in fear on an island where

neither the local police nor some of the commercial

agencies charged with protecting them have shown

much desire to do so.

The placement of four Australian Federal Police

officers on Nauru has seen no improvement in

protection for women. Real concerns about the

failure of the Nauru police to investigate and charge

perpetrators means there is little likelihood that

the women will be protected on the island or that

perpetrators will be punished for their crimes.

The physical layout of both centres on Nauru,



OVERVIEW

Regional Processing Centre 2 (RPC 2) and Regional

Processing Centre 3 (RPC 3), create an environment

in which the risk of sexual assault is present: the

contract arrangements with private service providers;

the lack of privacy; the mounting tensions between

asylum seekers and the local Nauruan community;

the lack of any adequate external oversight; and

the failures of the police and justice systems on

the island mean women and children are more

vulnerable than at any time in the 17-year history of

detention centres operated both on and offshore by

the Australian government.



Reflection of mounting tensions on Nauru.



The plight of women on Nauru is clearly critical.

Despite detailed evidence of sexual assault,

particularly pregnancies resulting from rape, the

Australian government refuses to recognise the

essentially unsafe environment on Nauru and to



move refugees and asylum seekers to a secure

environment. Instead it deliberately continues to

expose vulnerable women to the threat of rape and

other forms of sexual assault, humiliation and trauma

on Nauru. It is clear from the evidence that removal

from Nauru to safety is the only solution to the

widespread violence towards these women.

The history of Nauru, its trauma through a colonial

past and brutal invasion through two world wars and

the effect this has had on the island and its people

is little discussed or known. This report details

this history and Australia’s role in it to understand

the current crisis of failed democracy and judicial

independence which affect the lives of the local

people as well as the refugees dumped in their

midst. Corruption is endemic. There are a number

of reports on the Nauru offshore policy detailing

the problems and the enormous costs of this

government and opposition-supported policy, which

is designed to be so punitive and harsh that no one

will want to come to Australia to seek protection.

Nauru is now a black site, with access to the island

denied to the international media – with the exception

of News Corporation reporter Chris Kenny. There is

inadequate auditing or monitoring of events on Nauru.

In an extraordinary development in September 2015,

the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Human

Rights of Migrants, Francois Crepeau, cancelled a visit

to Nauru because the newly introduced Australian

Border Force Act 2015 (the Act) would have made it

too difficult and risky for staff in the centres to report

to him.5 Mr Crepeau said in a statement that the Act,

which makes it a crime for immigration and border

protection workers to disclose information about

offshore detention centres, “serves to discourage

people from fully disclosing information relevant to my

mandate”.6

In 2015, the principal contracted service provider,

Broadspectrum, reported that 30 formal allegations

of child abuse, 15 allegations of sexual assault or



5. Section 42 of the Act says a person commits an offence if the person is an entrusted person and the person makes a record of or discloses information and the information is protected – the exceptions being where disclosure is necessary for employment, authorised or

permitted by a Court or where there was consent to the release of the information, or where the entrusted person reasonably believes

that the disclosure is necessary to prevent or lessen a serious threat to the life or health of an individual and the disclosure is for the

purpose of lessening the threat. Further, the Act enables a person to disclose information already in the public sphere.

6. ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=16503&amp;LangID=E
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OVERVIEW

rape, and four allegations relating to the exchange

of sexual favours for contraband had been made

against staff.7

Wilson Security provided details of 11 cases in which

staff were terminated for misconduct including

inappropriate relationships, alleged sexual assault,

sexual harassment, excessive use of force toward

an asylum seeker, trading in contraband including

for sexual favours, and throwing a rock at an asylum

seeker. 8

Women in Support of Women on Nauru believes

these figures disclosed by service providers

are just the tip of the iceberg. Official inquiries

have established that women on Nauru have

underreported incidents of sexual assault, partly

for fear of retribution and a lack of confidence that

allegations will be investigated properly. With access

to the island denied to the media and civil society,

there is little support for victims or independent

oversight.

The Australian government is well aware that asylum

seekers are at times fleeing rape, sexual abuse and

discrimination. But the government has ignored

this and chooses to send these asylum seekers

to a country where they are not only exposed to

further trauma and assault but there is also a lack

of specialised women’s health services, counselling

and trauma services and rape centres. Likewise they

are aware that domestic violence on Nauru and a

lack of support services is a major cause for concern.

They deliberately expose asylum seekers many of

whom have fled abuse and discrimination to further

sexual abuse.

The Australian government has brought asylum

seekers to Australia for medical treatment from both

Nauru and Manus Island. This includes terminations

for women who have been raped and for women who

have self-harmed or threatened to do so following

sexual assaults. The government is now transferring

women to Papua New Guinea for treatment including

pregnancy terminations even though this is illegal in

PNG and exposes the woman to risk of prosecution.



As the international community wrestles with the

problem of millions of refugees moving through

Europe, the “Australian Solution” is considered

by some less-enlightened nations as providing a

possible option for the containment of people fleeing

the war in Syria and other Middle Eastern and African

states. This report details the lived consequence

of this policy on women who fled persecution, only

to face further persecution on Nauru. From the

perspective of anyone who respects human rights

and protection from torture, the “Pacific Solution” is

no solution at all.

While sexual assaults including rape expose women

to severe physical and emotional trauma, these are

only the most violent reflection of a daily reality in

which women are denied privacy on a routine basis

and forced to live in unsafe conditions and without

adequate health facilities.

Even when they are living on Nauru outside the

detention centre, women report feeling exposed

and insecure. The environment is one in which

intimidation and fear dominate. Constant feelings

of insecurity and exposure lead to depression and

feelings of helplessness and further risk long-term

physical and psychological damage.

Nauru is no place for women seeking asylum or for

women resettled as refugees. There is no protection

in this place and abuse is condoned.



Isolated, unprotected housing for young, single women



7. Questions taken on notice by Transfield Services at the hearing on 19 May 2015, Part 2 (this is a PDF downloadable by

searching this reference).

8. (previous page) www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Regional_processing_Nauru/Regional_processing_Nauru/Final%20Report/c02, paragraphs 2.52, 2.53, 2.54.
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INCIDENT UPDATE

In the nine months since the group was formed,

the following incidents have occurred on Nauru:

THE CASE OF ABYAN

In September 2015, a young Somali woman, “Abyan”

(not her real name), was raped on Nauru, and

became pregnant as a result of that rape. Abyan had

been asking for an abortion since she knew she was

pregnant; however, abortion is illegal on Nauru. She

was not flown to Australia until mid-October; once

in Australia, the Minister for Immigration and Border

Protection, Peter Dutton, determined that Abyan did

not want to have an abortion, so before her lawyers

could file an injunction against her return to Nauru,

she was flown back.

After enormous public protest, Abyan was again

flown to Australia. However, by this stage her

choices were diminished because her pregnancy

was so advanced.



As The Guardian reported on 28 October 2015:9

Abyan fled her home in Somalia in 2007.

She was 15, and her country was caught

in a brutal civil conflict between the

government and the Islamist terrorist

network al-Shabaab. She survived the

rocket attack that struck her home and

killed her family. She fled.”

“Her journey was ad hoc and inchoate.

Eventually she found a people-smuggling

network that could get her to South-East

Asia and, from there, a place on board a

boat to Australia.



Abyan found herself at the centre of an obscene

tug-of-war between her advocates and the

Australian government. As this report8a by veteran

journalist Tom Allard makes clear, Abyan became

collateral damage in the fight between the Australian

government and the reality of life on Nauru.



Abyan arrived in Australia, on Christmas Island, on

21 October 2013. She was taken to Nauru two days

later. A little more than a year later, in November

2014, Nauruan authorities determined she was

officially a refugee: that is, she has a well-founded

fear of persecution in her home country and could

not be returned there.



Abyan’s plight was so manifestly unjust that her

story began what has become a nationwide protest

against the Australian government’s brutal detention

regime.



Abyan was moved into accommodation “in the

community”, outside the detention centre on

Nauru. But life in the community, while better than

detention, is hard. Abyan is alone. She is poor, food



8a http://www.smh.com.au/federal-politics/political-news/prisoners-island-offers-little-hope-for-new-life-20151022-gkggkx.html

9. theguardian.com/australia-news/2015/oct/28/this-is-abyans-story-and-it-is-australias-story
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