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Recent criminal incidents  in Melbourne involving young people of African heritage have
enabled the media and politicians such as Home Affairs Minister
Peter Dutton  to again
capitalise on the opportunity to demonise those of African descent in Australia. 

This has become a common occurrence, traceable back at least to the media reporting of the
murder of South Sudanese Melburnian Liep Gony in 2007. The then immigration minister, Kevi
n Andrews
, responded by restricting the numbers of refugees resettled in Australia, citing “African gangs”
and the failure of African refugees to integrate.

Reporting after the 2008 murder of Daniel Thongjang Awak in Adelaide suggested that his
death was tribal and gang-related , despite no evidence to prove this.

Read more: A degree doesn&rsquo;t count for South Sudanese job seekers

After the murder of Alex Ngong Akol in Adelaide in 2009, his alleged criminality was used in an
attempt to justify his murder and the Sudanese community was likened to grieving
chimpanzees .

More recently, the “Apex gang” in Melbourne has been portrayed by the media  as a violent
gang of predominantly young African-heritage men. Clarifications were later given from those
including Victorian Police Assistant Commissioner Stephen Leane suggesting that they 
were not a gang
, but a culturally diverse group of youth connected through social media. 

Child soldiers or Aussies

 1 / 4

https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2018/jan/03/is-melbourne-in-the-grip-of-african-gangs-the-facts-behind-the-lurid-headlines
http://www.smh.com.au/federal-politics/political-news/victorians-scared-to-go-to-restaurants-at-night-because-of-street-gang-violence-peter-dutton-20180103-h0cvu4.html
http://www.smh.com.au/federal-politics/political-news/victorians-scared-to-go-to-restaurants-at-night-because-of-street-gang-violence-peter-dutton-20180103-h0cvu4.html
http://www.smh.com.au/news/national/andrews-howard-deny-racism/2007/10/04/1191091276214.html
http://www.smh.com.au/news/national/andrews-howard-deny-racism/2007/10/04/1191091276214.html
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2008-11-13/community-leaders-to-meet-over-stabbing-death/204690
https://theconversation.com/a-degree-doesnt-count-for-south-sudanese-job-seekers-64667
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14725843.2011.614415
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14725843.2011.614415
http://www.news.com.au/national/victoria/crime/two-apex-gang-members-reveal-why-they-joined-the-group/news-story/a2915034ec29038572ea8d6890478404
http://www.smh.com.au/victoria/has-the-apex-gang-been-mortally-wounded-20170220-gugziq.html
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Media and political discourse about South Sudanese and African-heritage young people
positions them with deficits. It depicts them as having experiences of trauma and war or as child
soldiers, and having low levels of literacy and education.

This line of thought holds that this results in their supposed inability to integrate into Australian
society and their predisposition to violence and criminality. 

Almost none of the young people currently accused of criminal behaviour are in the age-bracket
to have been born or lived in Sudan. Most families who were resettled in Australia had been
living in refugee camps or as urban refugees in Kenya, Uganda or Egypt for at least ten years
prior to arriving in Australia.

Therefore, most of the current youth (aged 15-24 years) are unlikely to have experienced war
directly or been child soldiers.  

Since the mid-1990s, 27,679  people who identify their birthplace as Sudan or South Sudan
have migrated to Australia. South Sudan became an independent country in 2011 after more
than 20 years of civil war between northern and southern Sudanese.

The second civil war in Sudan, which ran from 1983 to 2005, resulted in  the death of more than
2 million people and the displacement of more than 4 million. 

A small number of those displaced by this conflict were resettled in Australia under Australia’s
Humanitarian Entrant Program for refugees. The peak period of resettlement of Sudanese-born
refugees was from 2003 to 2006.

Only about 3,000 Sudanese or South Sudanese born people have been resettled in Australia in
the past ten years. A young person of South Sudanese heritage who is currently 20 years old
was likely to be no more than eight when they arrived in Australia, meaning they have
experienced most of their life and schooling in Australia.
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http://www.immi.gov.au/settlement/srf/
https://reliefweb.int/report/central-african-republic/uscr-country-report-sudan-statistics-refugees-and-other-uprooted
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Impacts of education and employment

While there is acknowledgement that there are young people of South Sudanese heritage who
are engaging in criminal activity, it is debated  as to whether the crime rates are any higher in
this group than in the wider Australian population. 

For those young people who are engaging in criminal activities, there are a range of underlying
factors that must be tackled to improve future outcomes for this group.

For young people with South Sudanese heritage, racism  is one of the key causes of early
school-leaving and dropout. A study of refugee youth arrivals (more than 60% African heritage)
found that school completion rates fo
r refugee students
are significantly lower (62%) than for other Australians (86%). 

One of the key predictors of school completion was experiences of discrimination. Little is being
done in many schools and communities to tackle underlying racism. If anything, current media
and political discourses further fuel racism and discrimination.

Read more: South Sudan&rsquo;s famine is the fallout from a spiralling ethnic war

Despite some of the early educational challenges, South Sudanese Australians are successfully
completing tertiary education in significant numbers. But this is not transferring into professional
employment. 

A recent study  in the ACT found that while 42% of the 72 South Sudanese participants had
tertiary qualifications, 96% of this participant group were seeking employment – with many
unemployed or underemployed, despite their qualifications.
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http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-12-04/statistics-raise-questions-about-calls-to-deport-youth-offenders/8087410
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2018.1426052
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12134-016-0503-z
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12134-016-0503-z
https://theconversation.com/south-sudans-famine-is-the-fallout-from-a-spiralling-ethnic-war-73411
https://theconversation.com/a-degree-doesnt-count-for-south-sudanese-job-seekers-64667
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The unemployment rate in the South Sudanese community is 28.6%: five times the national
unemployment rate of 5.7% . This unemployment rate impedes integration to the Australian
community. Research from the US  and UK  suggest the need for
urgent investigation of the impact of racism on the employment of South Sudanese in Australia.

Underpinning media portrayals and educational and employment outcomes is a key theme. Call
it what you like – racism, discrimination or simply not fitting the mould of what people like Dutton
would have you believe is Australian.

By propagating a fear of “African gangs” with the comment that &ldquo;people are scared to go
out to restaurants of a night-time&rdquo;
, Dutton feeds discourses of white nationalism where the black African “other” cannot belong in
Australia.

Many Melburnians have rebutted this negative discourse, filling Twitter feeds with #Melbourne
BitesBack ,
taking photos as they dine out in Melbourne.

However, the long-term impacts for the South Sudanese community are likely to be increased
exclusion, fear and contempt, rather than what is really required for successful integration – a
sense of belonging and inclusion.

Melanie Baak does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or
organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations
beyond their academic appointment.

Authors: Melanie Baak, Convener, Migration and Refugee Research Network, University of
South Australia

Read more http://theconversation.com/sudanese-heritage-youth-in-australia-are-frequently-ma
ligned-by-fear-mongering-and-racism-89763
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https://www.dss.gov.au/our-responsibilities/settlement-and-multicultural-affairs/programs-policy/a-multicultural-australia/programs-and-publications/community-information-summaries/the-south-sudan-born-community
https://hbr.org/2017/10/hiring-discrimination-against-black-americans-hasnt-declined-in-25-years
https://www.theguardian.com/inequality/2017/sep/26/employees-on-workplace-racism-under-representation-bame
http://www.smh.com.au/federal-politics/political-news/victorians-scared-to-go-to-restaurants-at-night-because-of-street-gang-violence-peter-dutton-20180103-h0cvu4.html
http://www.smh.com.au/federal-politics/political-news/victorians-scared-to-go-to-restaurants-at-night-because-of-street-gang-violence-peter-dutton-20180103-h0cvu4.html
http://www.news.com.au/technology/online/social/dutton-ridiculed-for-saying-melburnians-were-scared-to-go-out/news-story/2c7497d00539ed19cbe4e8424eda83c3
http://www.news.com.au/technology/online/social/dutton-ridiculed-for-saying-melburnians-were-scared-to-go-out/news-story/2c7497d00539ed19cbe4e8424eda83c3
http://theconversation.com/sudanese-heritage-youth-in-australia-are-frequently-maligned-by-fear-mongering-and-racism-89763
http://theconversation.com/sudanese-heritage-youth-in-australia-are-frequently-maligned-by-fear-mongering-and-racism-89763

