
 

Who are ‘people smugglers’?
Some so called ‘people smugglers’ are 

asylum seekers themselves or relatives of 
asylum seekers acting from compassion for no 
financial reward. Others are impoverished 
Indonesian fishermen who have lost their 
livelihood to large scale industrial firms running 
factory ships which have depleted fish stocks 
in the area. Some do it for noble motives, 
wanting to assist those in need; some are 
members of criminal syndicates after large 
profits. All kinds of people might engage in 
people smuggling for all kinds of reasons.

As one example - Ali Jenabi fled Iraq after 
his brother was killed by Saddam Hussein’s 
regime. By the time he arrived in Indonesia, he 
had run out of money. He agreed to start 
working for a smuggler in order to pay for the 
passage of his family—his mother, two sisters, 
three brothers and an uncle, who arrived in 
Australia on three separate boats. He then 
began helping fellow Iraqis in similar desperate 
need. He did not seek to turn a profit from 
these people, in some cases he provided 

passage free of charge. Ali Jenabi is 
considered a hero by many in the Australian 
Iraqi community.

Historically ‘people smugglers’ have 
frequently been celebrated. In the 19th century 
in the US the underground railroad assisted 
escaped slaves to flee to ‘free states’ and to 
Canada. Similar networks of ‘people 
smugglers’ existed during the Second World 
War to help Jewish refugees escape Nazi 
persecution. ‘People smugglers’ also helped 
some 250000 Hungarians flee the Stalinist 
suppression of the 1956 revolt.

Tributes recently poured in from across the 
political spectrum for Nancy Wake, an 
Australian resident for much of her life, who set 
up escape routes to smuggle people out of 
German-occupied Europe while working for 
the French Resistance. Julia Gillard described 
her as “a woman of exceptional courage and 
resourcefulness whose daring exploits saved 
the lives of hundreds of Allied personnel”.
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In November 2009 then Prime Minister Kevin Rudd described 
‘people smugglers’ as: "The vilest form of life, engaged in the world’s most evil 

trade" and "Scum… who should be left to rot in hell."

Since then “breaking the ‘people smugglers’’ business model” has become the tired refrain 
that the Prime Minister, Julia Gillard and Immigration Minister, Chris Bowen have used to 
justify every inhumane aspect of their policy on asylum seekers—from their willful 
undermining of the High Court, to the soaring average time asylum seekers are spending 
inside Australia’s mandatory detention system.

They have absurdly tried to claim the humanitarian high ground, saying that their tough 
approach to stopping ‘people smugglers’ will prevent deaths such as those in the shipwreck 
off Christmas Island last December.



 

Why use ‘people smugglers’?
For asylum seekers there is often little 

choice but to use a people smuggler. The 
“push” factors – war and persecution in 
Afghanistan, Iran, and Sri Lanka, – cause 
people to flee and seek safe haven. Neither 
Malaysia nor Indonesia, two of the main ‘transit’ 
countries, have signed the UN Refugee 
Convention. There is no permanent protection 
for asylum seekers in these countries. They may 
be arrested and detained. They are sometimes 
subjected to corporal punishment. They often 
become victims of police brutality and 
corruption. They are not usually allowed to work 
legally. They have no right to education, 
housing or healthcare.

James Hathaway, Directory of Refugee and 
Asylum Law at the University of Michigan 
argues that: “… developed countries created 
the market on which smugglers depend by 
erecting (literal and virtual) migration walls 
around their territories. “The more difficult it is 
to get across a border to safety on one’s own, 
the more sensible it is to hire a smuggler to 
navigate the barriers to entry. Smugglers are 
thus the critical bridge to get at-risk people to 
safety. Which one of us, if confronted with a 
desperate need to flee but facing seemingly 
impossible barriers, would not seek out a 
smuggler to assist us?”

Policy consequences!
In addition to the stigma that has been 

attached to asylum seekers for using ‘people 
smugglers’, there are now over 350 poor 
Indonesian fishermen serving mandatory jail 
sentences in Australia for crewing asylum 
seeker boats. These people are not the ‘Mr. 
Bigs’ of organized crime that Gillard and Bowen 
would have you believe. Most would have 
received a paltry sum for accompanying the 
boats on their journey. Compounding the 
injustice, many of those behind bars are minors, 
incorrectly determined as adults by a 
scientifically discredited wrist x-ray technique.

Solutions
The debate in Australia regarding asylum 

seekers has been characterized by xenophobic 
fear-mongering, political point scoring and a 
lack of principled and open engagement with 
the issue.

The inhumane policies of both parties need 
to be challenged by Australian people. Australia 
does not face a flood of asylum seekers to this 
country. Australia does not face a ‘threat’ from 
asylum seekers. Indeed Australia has an 
international obligation to allow people to seek 
asylum in this country under the protocols of 
the UN Convention on refugees and the 
Universal Declaration ofHuman Rights.

‘People smugglers’ are necessary when 
there is no other avenue of escape for 
desperate people faced with persecution, 
imprisonment and war. An increased 
humanitarian visa intake, greater access to 
family reunion, along with a reformed 
transparent and accessible system of seeking 
asylum would curtail the need for anyone to 
engage a people smuggler and risk the 
dangerous boat journey to Australia. If our 
political leaders really want to demonstrate their 
humanitarianism and prevent loss of life, this is 
the action they would take. We should demand 
it from them – FREE THE REFUGEES.


