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Topic 7 - Immigration Detention Centres and the 2011 Census

“Immigration Detention centres primarily accommodate people who have overstayed
their visa, breached their visa conditions and had their visa cancelled or have been
refused entry at Australia's entry ports. There are centres located at:

e Villawood (established in Sydney in 1976)
e Maribyrnong (established in Melbourne in 1966)

e Perth (established in 1981)
e Christmas Island (established in 2001)
e Northern (established in Darwin in 2001)."

Source: http://www.immi.gov.au/media/fact-sheets/82detention.htm#i

We at WESTIR are generally a curious lot and one of our musings was how the Australian
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) counts asylum seekers held in detention centres at the time of the
Census. At an ABS Conference last year we asked “Whether and how they counted detainees
in detention centres? Are they overseas visitors or in another undetermined category?” and the
answer we received by email later was that “administrative data from the Department of
Immigration would be used and groomed by the ABS to exclude those persons in community
detention as they would be counted by other enumeration strategies™. A limited set of other
descriptive data would be available, and a link to Immigration Detention Statistics was
provided.

Now that the 2011 Census results have been released we have been on a mission to find out
more about how the Census records details of inmates of Immigration Detention Centre
inmates. This short report outlines what we found.

Of the five listed on the government website, it has only been possible to glean specific
figures for Villawood, Perth and Christmas Island. This is due to the SA1 boundaries and the
problem that other private and non-private dwellings are contained within the SA1 along with
the Maribyrnong and Northern facilities. [Note: SA1 is the smallest geographic area for which
Census information is usually available. This is the new standard classification for the
smallest area, replacing the Census Collector Districts of previous Censuses. See the
Australian Statistical Geographic Standard — ASGS at
http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3310114.nsf/home/Geography for more detail]

Villawood and Christmas Island centres are wholly and solely within an SA1 and have an
easily identifiable population. Maribyrnong includes student housing and numerous private
and non-private dwellings making it unclear how many people are held in the detention
centre. Darwin also had a mix of private and other dwellings making the status of persons
counted in the Census unclear. Perth Detention Centre is located within the Perth Airport
precinct, not far from the runways and near numerous car parks. Looking at the Census
figures, it would appear that only detainees lived in this SA1.
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Disappointingly, the Census data reveals very little. It tells us how many people were
enumerated in that location in a non-private household: their sex; whether they were born in
Australia or elsewhere; their age range and the median age of the SA1; the marital status and
country of birth of those counted. All other variables are deemed ‘Not Stated’, including
religion, language spoken, English language proficiency, year of arrival, ancestry, education
or disability.

In short, if you wish to know more up-to-date statistics for Immigration Detention Centres, it
would be best to go to the source of the data — the Department of Immigration and
Citizenship. Publications outlining the current number for all centres, including those not
covered by this report, appear on their website approximately quarterly and remain there until
the next publication is released. To access this information go to:

http://www.immi.gov.au/managing-australias-borders/detention/facilities/statistics/

The following sections provide the available information for the three detention centres
contained solely within an SAL. Very little information was collected and there appear to be
inconsistencies in exactly what was collected at each site.

Villawood Detention Centre
SAL - 1147935 (0.3 square kilometres)
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Source: Google Maps, 2012

Villawood Detention Centre is located in the suburbs of Sydney and is one of the older and
better known facilities. The screen shot above shows the older hostel type facilities on the
right hand and in the top left are newer more independent living quarters.

At the time of the 2011 Census, Villawood Immigration Detention Centre housed a total of
370 persons comprising 317 men and 53 females. The most common age range was 25-34
years for men and 35-44 years for women although there were less than five males aged less
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than four years and no one was older than 64 years. All those counted were born elsewhere in
the world. The median age of the detainees was 32 years. Overall, 164 persons were married,
16 separated, 14 divorced, less than 5 widowed and 168 persons had never married. There
were 154 never married males and 14 never married females, 138 married males and 26
married females. The majority of detainees were born in China (106 persons), followed by Sri
Lanka (59 persons) and Iraq (26 persons). A further 93 persons were born in countries ‘Other
than the 36 most common countries of birth” and another 33 did not state their country of
birth.

Perth Detention Centre
SA15112101 (20.4 square kilometres)

Source: Google Maps 2012

Perth Detention Centre is located at Perth Airport, literally behind the runway and next to the
car park. The green and white arrow in the screen shot above points to the centre which has
blue shade sales over a courtyard. Although the SA1 contains more than just the detention
centre, they are not dwellings and the only ‘residents’ would appear to be the detainees.

There were a total of 54 people at the Perth Detention Centre, comprising 51 males and less
than 5 females. The age of the detainees ranged from 15 years through to 54 years with the
majority aged between 20 years and 34 years. All the detainees were born elsewhere other
than Australia and were counted in a non-private dwelling. Their median age was 31 and a
total of 16 persons were married, less than 5 were divorced and 32 had never married. The
Perth detainees were mainly born elsewhere (28), meaning countries other than the top 36
countries of birth in the Census. A further 8 were born in Irag, and less than three in each of
Indonesia, Malaysia, Sri Lanka and Turkey. Eight people did not state a country of birth. No
other details were recorded about these detainees. [Note: Due to the confidentiality
requirements of ABS data, figures of less than five are randomised —that is, allocated a

random number between one and five, usually 3.]
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Christmas Island
SA1 9100101 (0.9 square kilometres)

Source: Google Maps 2012

Christmas Island is one of the better known centres and had the largest population of the three
Immigration Detention Centres in this report. This SA1 contains just the centre and no private
dwellings. The centre is located at the opposite end of the island from the main settlement and
at the time of this photo was still undergoing construction works.

There were a total of 707 persons counted in the detention centre in the 2011 Census and all
were males. Ages ranged from 15 years up to 64 years but the majority of the detainees (418
persons) were aged 25-34 years followed by those aged 20-24 years (132 persons) and 35-44
years (110 persons). All were recorded as being born elsewhere other than Australia. The
detainees were recorded in non-private dwellings and had a median age of 28 years. A total of
271 detainees were married, 13 were separated and 12 divorced but the largest group were
those who had never married (412 persons). There were 94 detainees with Iraq as their
country of birth and 465 who were born elsewhere other than the top 36 countries of birth as
defined by the Census. Less than five persons were born in Vietnam and the country of birth
was not stated for 145 persons. The religion of detainees was not recorded.

A median rent of $80 per week was also recorded, but this is for private dwellings and no-one
was recorded as living in an occupied private dwelling. There were also 3 females (less than
five females is randomised) recorded as being counted elsewhere in Australia but not recorded
in total numbers or under marital status. It is unclear who this phantom person/s may be as
there is no further information available to support various scenarios.
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