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In November 1999 Cho escaped from a life of fear and insecurity in Burma. Her family had been persecuted by the ruling junta for their links with the previous government, her father was missing, her mother imprisoned and Cho was hoping to find asylum in the safety of Australia. 

Thousands of people seek asylum in Australia every year. These people are fleeing situations of unrest, conflict or persecution and are looking for a safer life in our country. For most people the idea of a safer life includes adequate housing, food and healthcare. However, some of those seeking asylum in Australia find themselves on Bridging Visas and can consequently be denied the opportunity to work and obtain this safety they are searching for. 
Cho arrived in Australia on a student visa and was wrongly advised to wait a few months before applying for asylum seeker status. She was placed on a Bridging Visa E without work or healthcare rights as she had applied after being in the country for 45 days.

Bridging Visa E is a Bridging Visa category for people who are being considered for another visa or are preparing to depart the country. In 1997, changes were made to the conditions of Bridging Visa Es meaning that work rights, social security income and Medicare access were denied to all people who fell into this category if they applied for asylum after 45 days of arriving in Australia. As it still stands, the right to work and gain Medicare are denied if the person; 

· applies for protection after 45 days of arriving in Australia

· is appealing to the Minister for Immigration on humanitarian grounds 

· or is released from a detention centre on a Bridging Visa E

The Australian determination and appeal process for those seeking asylum has been known to take up to 10 years. This means that individuals or even families are forced to live without income or healthcare for that period of time. The affect on the physical and psychological health of the asylum seekers can be extreme with many Bridging Visa E holders facing homelessness, depression and illness. Charities, community groups and church agencies are the only form of support and are struggling to provide the finances and resources needed to deal with the numbers of people reliant on them.

It took 8 years for Cho’s case to be determined. She was on a Bridging Visa E for all of this time and was forced to rely on basic financial support from charities to provide for herself and her children. Cho had a Science degree and IT training from Burma and was frustrated she could not use these to provide an income.

Australia is currently going through one of its worst skills shortages in history with the Government reacting by investing $49.2 million in an initiative to provide English teaching and vocational training for migrant workers. Meanwhile, the majority of asylum seekers in our community already have the training, skills and trades needed to help ease this skill shortage. 74 percent of asylum seekers without work rights interviewed in a 2005 survey carried across Victoria and NSW had skills that were recognised on the Skilled Occupation List for the General Skilled Migration Program Occupations yet were unable to utilise those skills due to their visa conditions. 
The removal of the 45 day rule was part of the Australian Labor Party’s policy platform and the Minister for Immigration and Citizenship, Senator Chris Evans has described the denial of work rights as “indefensible”, however there has been no action yet to rectify the Bridging Visa conditions. Minister Evans and the Federal Government need to act on their promises in order to ease the suffering of those living without work or Medicare rights and to create the safer life that so many have come to Australia seeking.

After 8 long years Cho was granted asylum. She now has a stable job and is “very happy” she can provide for her family and use Medicare when her children get sick. 

There are still many who cannot.
What you can do:

Write a respectful letter to;

	Senator The Hon Chris Evans,  
Minister for Immigration and Citizenship

Parliament House

Canberra

ACT 2600

Salutation: Dear Minister

Or email to: minister@immi.gov.au

And

Your local MP
Search for your electorate at http://apps.aec.gov.au/esearch/


Points to include:
· The right to work, receive social security income and access to Medicare needs to be reinstated for asylum seekers living on Bridging Visas Es and other Bridging Visas 

· The effects of living without work rights or Medicare can lead to homelessness, depression, illness and family breakdown

· The process of seeking asylum within Australia can take up to 10 years and individuals or families are forced to live without income or healthcare for this time if they are on Bridging Visas such as Bridging Visa E
· Charities, community groups and church agencies bear the brunt of supporting those without work or Medicare rights but do not have enough resources or finances to do this adequately

· Australia is going through a skills shortage and there are many asylum seekers with the training and skills that could help ease this if they had work rights
· Note that the Labor Government expressed, both during the election campaign and since they have been in office, their intentions to reinstate the right to work and receive social security and Medicare for people living on Bridging Visas  

· Congratulate the Minister on the Government’s decision to abolish Temporary Protection Visas
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