
McGowan remains tight-lipped about refugee legislation despite removal of children

Written by Michelle Grattan, Professorial Fellow, University of Canberra

The government has finalised the removal of the last children from Nauru, as it battles to head
off a parliamentary defeat on legislation to facilitate medical transfers from offshore.

Scott Morrison and Immigration Minister David Coleman said on Sunday: “There are now only
four asylum seeker children on Nauru and they have all been approved for departure to the
United States of America with their families”.

When parliament rose for its summer break a government filibuster had prevented amendments
reaching the House of Representatives that would put medical transfers into the hands of
doctors, though with the minister having some oversight on security grounds. The amendments
– based on a proposal originally coming from independent Kerryn Phelps and supported by
Labor - had been passed by the Senate.

At that time the legislation potentially had enough crossbench backing in the House to pass, but
it is not clear whether that will hold when it is put to the test this month. The government is
pulling out all stops to peel away crossbench support.

Passage of the measure would be a major blow to the Coalition, although it would not amount to
a vote of no confidence. Asked about major defeats in the past, House of Representatives
clerks last year had to go as far back as 1929 (which led to an election) and on the 1941 budget
(which brought down the Fadden government).

The government has been hopeful that it can persuade independent Cathy McGowan to break
ranks with other crossbench supporters of the bill.

McGowan said on Sunday it was good news about the children but she would reserve her
position on the legislation until it came before the House, after parliament resumes on Tuesday
of next week.

“Indefinite detention needs to be addressed,” she said.
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Phelps said the news about the remaining children was “absolutely fantastic” but it was
“nowhere near enough”.

Hundreds of people were still languishing on Manus and Nauru and there were “dire reports”
about mental health issues, Phelps said.

The proposed change, which would see medical transfers on the basis of the advice of two
doctors, would “take medical decisions out of the hands of bureaucrats and politicians – with
appropriate ministerial oversight on national security grounds”.

Phelps said she hadn’t seen any evidence of a weakening of crossbench support while
parliament has been in recess.

The government on Sunday declined to explain how it has been able arrange for the removal of
all the children from Nauru when Home Affairs Minister Peter Dutton last year suggested
security issues were a barrier to removing some of them.

Dutton told parliament in October there were 13 children at that time in family groups where
there were adults, mostly males “that are the subject of adverse security assessments from the
United States.”

At his news conference on Sunday Coleman refused to clarify how these security concerns had
been resolved or where the people in question were.

“I can’t go into specific cases but I will say that in each case issues have been worked through
to the satisfaction of the Department,” he said.

Asked whether some of the children who had been brought to Australia still had parents on
Nauru because of a negative security assessment, Coleman said: “There have been a number
of issues that have been worked through – but, no, the family groups are together”.
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