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‘Let the little children come to me’: the Catholic church’s response to the mandatory detention of child asylum seekers

The Catholic church is acknowledged for its involvement in policymaking in Australia.  Surveying the evolution of the policy of mandatory detention from the time of the Labor government’s introduction of the policy, to the Howard government’s promotion of a ‘tough’ stance on ‘queue jumpers’, this paper examines the response of the Catholic church.  Particular attention is given to the church’s response to revelations of conditions within detention centres and effects on detainees, particularly children. 

Examining the ways in which the church responded to and participated in the policy of mandatory detention, particular regard is given to the issue of children in detention.  Statements from the Australian Catholic Bishops’ Conference, practical support to detainees from local clergy at Woomera, and advocacy from a nun on the behalf of two children claiming asylum at the British High Commission, all demonstrate the Catholic church as a locus of support and advocacy for detainees.  This support culminated in the court decision to grant custody of five children, formerly detained at Woomera and Baxter detention centres, to the Catholic welfare agency Centacare.

Exploring notions of ‘who’ and ‘what’ the church is within the political arena, this paper also investigates and identifies the numerous ways in which the Catholic church participates in the polity on this issue, in an effort to determine how the church can be categorised as a political participant/player.

