
To the Select Committee,  

 

As a senior staff member of Save the Children (SCA) in Nauru for approximately eight months, 

working primarily with unaccompanied minors (UAMs), I was witness to numerous serious incidents 

and to the appalling conditions in which asylum seekers and refugees lived, both in the Offshore 

(Regional) Processing Centre (OPC), and in the Nauruan community. As a senior staff member I was 

responsible for escalating serious incidents through my own management and up to the relevant 

staff in the Department of Immigration and Border Protection (DIBP). Below are a number of dot 

points relating to incidents and general conditions for asylum seekers and refugees on Nauru, all of 

which are well known to DIBP: 

 Unreliable age determination processes- One asylum seeker, incorrectly judged by DIBP to 

be over the age of 18, was accommodated in the all adult male camp (OPC2), where he was 

particularly vulnerable to exploitation and abuse by older males, and did not receive the 

support from specialist youth welfare workers as he would have in the Unaccompanied 

Minors Program (UAM) camp. Eventually, after several months, the young person was able 

to prove that he was under 18 and was brought into the UAM camp in OPC3. By this time he 

had complex behavioural issues and attempted suicide and self-harm on several occasions. 

 Lack of access to appropriate footwear and clothing- many asylum seekers in OPC3 were 

forced to use cable ties to hold their footwear together, as their shoes and thongs were not 

of sufficient quality to handle the rocky surface of the camp and were consistently falling 

apart. Clothing was inadequate to handle the harsh conditions, and with frequent water 

restrictions, it was sometimes impossible for clients to wash their clothes. This lead to 

widespread fungal infections in the camp. Requests for clothing (from Transfield logistics) 

were often ignored or met with vague answers around lack of availability.  

 Lack of access to DIBP staff and Nauruan Government officials and contradictory 

messaging- requests from UAMs to speak to DIBP officials regarding updates on their 

refugee applications were mostly met with indifference, as DIBP claimed to be ‘too busy’, or 

stated that there was no point in meeting with them because they have no information. 

When the DIBP and representatives of the Nauruan Justice Minister (the UAMs legal 

guardian) did meet with the UAMs (separately) they would contradict each other regarding 

the refugee application process. On one occasion DIBP gave a date for the UAM’s release 

from detention, only for the Justice Department to later reply that this was not true. The 

overwhelming disorganisation of both parties was incredibly stressful for all UAMs, and the 

number of incidents of self harm increased without fail after these meetings.  

 Inadequate health care- One UAM, who had suffered from ongoing coughs and fevers and 

was regularly taken to the IHMS clinic over the course of several weeks, only to be given 

Panadol and cough syrup, was eventually suspected as having  and was placed 

in isolation. The young man was in isolation for at least six weeks, whilst no definitive 

diagnosis could be made, due to the inadequate facilities at both the IHMS clinic at OPC1, 

and the Nauruan Hospital. SCA staff advocated very hard for him to be flown to Australia for 

treatment, as his condition deteriorated and he was no closer to a diagnosis, meaning there 
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could be no adequate treatment plan. Although he was technically in isolation, he was still 

required to be supervised 24/7 by an SCA youth worker, who was obviously at risk of being 

exposed to his illness. It seemed clear to SCA that DIBP were pushing back on flying him to 

Australia for whatever reason, although it is obvious that the best interests of the child were 

not at heart. Eventually he was taken to Australia and   however DIBP 

and the Nauruan Justice Ministry refused to give his whereabouts to SCA staff in Australia 

who wished to check on his mental wellbeing and provide emotional support. Subsequently, 

SCA sent a memo to all staff admitting that there were a number of clients diagnosed  

, and that staff should arrange to be tested. It is my understanding that at least two staff 

tested positive.  

 Significant deterioration of mental health- I began my role with SCA only weeks after the 

first arrival of UAMs on Nauru, and stayed with SCA for approximately eight months. In this 

time I observed a deterioration in the mental wellbeing of almost every single UAM, and in 

some cases a severe deterioration. As time passed, and it was clear that DIBP were not 

prioritising their release as was promised, as DIBP messaging became more confusing and 

blunt (including instances of being told “You can always just return home” in response to 

frustration about lack of information about the determination process) many of the young 

people displayed signs of deteriorating mental health. This manifested in self-harm, suicidal 

ideation and actual suicide attempts. Methods of self-harm included cutting with 

razorblades, cutting with sharpened rocks (which were abundant), banging head on walls, 

attempted hanging with skipping rope, attempted self-electrocution by sticking metal object 

in light socket, refusal of food and water, and complete withdrawal from friends and others 

in the camp. All of these incidents were documented in official incident reports and passed 

through Wilson Security to DIBP. 

 DIBP’s knowledge of serious dangers of living in Nauruan community- Over the course of 

my time in Nauru, several foreign workers were attacked by Nauruan locals whilst visiting 

the community, including a female staff member of one stakeholder organisation who was 

seriously assaulted whilst going for a run. Other foreign workers were attacked while 

returning to OPC1 accommodation after a meal at a restaurant. After one such incident, 

SCA, on advice from DIBP, declared that staff must at all times remain in pairs when leaving 

the OPC, as it was deemed too dangerous to venture into the community alone. Despite 

this, DIBP saw fit to send vulnerable single women, men and unaccompanied children into 

the community, when it was well known that sections of the community would be hostile 

towards them. The recent violence against refugees was 100% foreseeable. 

As a qualified Social Worker and with extensive experience in child protection and adolescent 

mental health, it is abundantly clear to me that the experience of young asylum seekers on Nauru is 

overwhelmingly traumatic and unnecessary, and in clear breach of several articles of the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.  

Former Save the Children Australia senior staff member.          
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