
Thinking outside the  fence
Governments are increasingly recognizing 
that detention is both harmful – and costly. 
Campaigners and researchers consider the  
merits of current alternatives to large-scale 
arbitrary detention:

❜

❛Detention is  
arbitrary and 
inhumane,   
whatever   
form it takes

❜
What's the alternative?
Civil society groups are pushing governments to track migrants 
in ways that reduce stress, severe anxiety and depression, and 
allow for greater liberty. Aimed at minimizing detention, some 
alternative programmes are small-scale, while the cost of others 
runs into hundreds of millions of dollars.

Community management

Australia combines offshore 
processing in notorious camps with a 
holistic, social services approach for 
vulnerable migrants and families. In 
2012-13, 3,441 people were housed 
in a community setting where they 
are supervised by local groups who 
enable access to healthcare, welfare 
and casework. A review after four 
years found that less than one per cent 
had absconded.

Yet asylum-seekers still feel that 
their lives are in limbo. Cases can 
drag on for years, and a curfew, 
lack of money and restrictions on 
working rights create tension.

This method is also used in 
Sweden (since an outcry over 
detention conditions in the 1990s) 
and the US in the form of ‘supervised 
release’.

❛The catastrophe of detention is so  
huge, it’s hard to put into words.

I don’t agree with any form of 
detention, whether it lasts a day or  
an hour, in the community or in a 
locked centre. Administrative  
detention of any group of people is 
arbitrary and inhumane, whatever  
shape it takes.

I believe in ethical alternatives. 
Community groups must have the 
courage to call for humanitarian, open 
reception centres and hostels, which 
were used in the past to shelter refugees 
in Australia.

That is the only way to assist the 
rehabilitation of a group of people who 
are fleeing from situations of extreme 
trauma and cruelty.

We must not advocate for the 
detention and security industry 
under any circumstances. To do so 
compromises the lives and wellbeing 
of the refugee community.

Ramesh Fernandez spent three years in 
detention in Australia after fleeing the Sri Lankan 
civil war in 2001. He now runs RISE (Refugees, 
Survivors and Ex-detainees) in Sydney.

Welcome c entre

Pikpa is a centre on the Greek island 
of Lesvos run by volunteers on 
‘principles of solidarity and respect’. 
The self-organizing group Village 
of All Together cleaned out wood 
cabins formerly used for a summer 
youth camp, collected food and 
clothes and brought destitute new 
arrivals in from the streets. Without 
access to any external funds, Pikpa 
is living proof that it is possible to 
register and welcome refugees 
without detaining them.

 

Non-custodial detention

Britain has various mechanisms for 
managing migrants in the community. 
All are of the coercive, intrusive 
variety – among them electronic 
tagging and frequent reporting, often 
at out-of-the-way centres. Migrants 
may be required to report daily, 
weekly or monthly. Tagging is often 
associated with curfews, and can 
cause emotional distress and physical 
discomfort from chafing. Reform 
advocates describe it as an alternative 
‘form’ of detention.
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