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The notion of citizenship is something that most of us simply take for granted.  It's an intrinsic sense of entitlement, symbolising in a tangible manner that we belong to a country and are a legitimate part of a nation.  Belonging can sound like a soft “mushy” term that means many different things, however, in the context of citizenship and how it makes us feel, a sense of belonging is and always should be axiomatic to any aspiration we may have for it.
However, to achieve its full potential the conceptual and practical process of citizenship must be dynamic.  It must enable us to reflect who we are to the world and the world in which we live.  Our model of citizenship needs to keep pace with national and global responsibilities of citizenship in order to maintain our relevance and capabilities as a progressive, productive and innovative nation.  It should always be cast as an instrument of good, capable of carrying us forward while respecting and honouring who we are and where we have come from.
Citizenship can and should also be a foundation stone in nation building by widening the circle of opportunity and of participation.  It can be a unifying force by establishing a place for everyone regardless of class, creed or culture, and in doing so deepens the pool of our commitment to one another.  Citizenship, done well and with clear purpose, binds us as members of the State with obligations to each other and our collective advancement.

We often hear governments link citizenship with an expectation of patriotism, a link which in many respects I concur with.  They claim there is a responsibility that comes with citizenship to respect the values and traditions of the country and an obligation to be loyal to it.  Not withstanding the fact that such values and traditions are often poorly informed and ill defined, a matter that would take much more than fifteen minutes to discuss, there is also a quid pro quo that governments are obliged to respect.  The quid pro quo is that a government’s expectation of patriotism must be matched by its willingness to grow the national identity in a manner that is inclusive and non discriminatory.  
It is not enough to simply hold onto a set of moral norms that reflect only one part or one view of our country’s history and then impose that perspective as defining who and what we are now.  Doing so stifles the potential of citizenship and risks welding who we are to an outdated, historically incomplete or inaccurate view of the nation and its place in the world. 
In the context of refugees, asylum seekers and other emerging migrant communities, citizenship can be a practical manifestation of how to value our diversity.  It can promote an inclusive and cohesive society; enrich us by consolidating those things that we share in common; and enlighten us with those things that define our differences in order that they too can strengthen our bonds.

Refugees and others who come to Australia through the humanitarian program or asylum seekers who also flee persecution, will in almost every case have endured horrific and traumatic experiences in violent and dangerous circumstances.  To have been assessed as a refugee they must have been forced outside of their country of origin, unable to return for fear of persecution.  Their ability to return and live with dignity and in safety has disappeared and while technically they are citizens of a particular country, in a practical sense they have no real ability to reclaim that citizenship.  
The effects of these experiences have many dimensions.  Often times they will have sustained physical injuries; in virtually every case they have experienced psychological trauma which is compounded by long periods of uncertainty and danger in refugee camps.  The issue of life in refugee camps is pertinent considering the alarming trends with respect to the number of years refugees spend in camps.  
For example, in 1993 there were 27 protracted refugee situations amounting to 7.9 million people or 48% of the global total of refugees.  In 2004 the number of protracted refugee situations had increased to 33 totalling 5.7 million refugees which then constituted 64% of the global total.  So while the overall number of global refugees was decreasing during that period, the proportion of refugees remaining in protracted crisis rose substantially.  However, the most distressing trend is the fact that the average duration of refugees living in camps for a protracted period had risen from nine years in 1993 to 17 years in 2003.
In our work we understand that the psychological consequences arising from such traumatic experiences are complicated by a profound sense of loss, grief, often times guilt, and the struggle to find a place where they feel safe and secure.  This comes through witnessing the evil that many regimes have proven themselves to be capable of inflicting upon their people.  It comes from being forced to make impossible choices such as: Who will live? Who will die? Who will be left behind?  It comes from witnessing things that shatter beliefs and values thought of as central to our existence.  
For example, many Bosnian clients talked of how soul destroying it was to witness people whom they had lived harmoniously with for years take sides in the conflict and brutally murder others from the town. In another example, a recent intake of Liberian women and children had suffered gross atrocities, including rape and witnessing husbands and sons hacked to death with machetes for refusing to rape their daughters or mothers.  This was a shattering experience for the women who found it impossible to comprehend how one human being would be capable of such barbarity.  
Notions of loss, grief, shame and guilt are important to appreciate here because they are the things that tend to impede a person seeking help, from believing that they deserve help (or acceptance) or that the help would be forthcoming anyway.  Torturers and persecutory regimes aim to taint their victims as unworthy, subhuman, insignificant and unwelcome. They strive to isolate them by inflicting such humiliating and grotesque abuse that the consequent trauma will incapacitate them.  The aim is to make it impossible for them to discuss, thereby leaving them as shattered individuals that in turn symbolises the persecutor’s might to the wider community.  It is through these processes that persecutors seek to represent their power as omnipotent.  These are the elements that inhibit self worth and confidence and undermine the process of recovery and rebuilding.  
How a receiving community embraces people in such situations and communicates a message of belief in them as human beings is therefore not only morally and ethically essential but is crucial at a therapeutic level.  Providing a secure and accepting community, embodied in government policy and practise, is as crucial as any other form of practical or therapeutic intervention.   Making citizenship accessible with all the benefits that this brings to migrants and in particular, refugees, is one manifestation of good government policy. In the case of refugees it also stands as a repudiation of the persecutors objectives making it a potent antidote to some of the pain they inflicted and hoped would scar survivors forever.  In this context, if the value of a “fair go” is a real one in Australian culture, then providing citizenship to refugees is one significant manifestation of how we can honour that value.
The notions of safety and security, of hope for a brighter future, of value, of respect and the restoration of dignity are central to a person's ability to function well and to feel secure—not just for refugees but for all of us.  Indeed, in our conceptual thinking at the Victorian Foundation for Survivors of Torture of how people rebuild their lives and recover from experiences of torture and trauma, all of these notions are central to any successful process.

It is here where citizenship as a symbol of acceptance, belonging and statehood forms a critical part in a process of truly recovering from persecution.  It is here where the symbolism of citizenship becomes a tangible message of acceptance.  It is here where a new society communicates a message that we believe in them as equal, worthy people and a willingness to accept them as one of us.  
Consider Francesca, a young mother of three happily married children living in a country gradually falling apart as a result of a brutal, uncaring dictatorship.  After surviving her home being raided and ransacked by police, during which she was beaten unconscious and awoke to find her husband and daughter had been murdered, she spent several years in Europe as a refugee.  Francesca could not obtain citizenship in the countries in which she lived and had to repeatedly apply for permission to remain there.  She subsequently was granted a visa to Australia where her youngest son had been resettled as a refugee five years earlier.  Within two years she had applied to become a citizen and it wasn’t until the actual ceremony that I realised she had in effect been stateless for almost a decade.  After all her loss, Francesca had finally found a new home as a citizen of Australia.  That acceptance was a deeply important moment to her and symbolises the value that citizenship can have.
I’d now like to talk about an issue that has been brewing in Europe for several years and as of last night has reared its ugly head in Australia’s humanitarian program.  The issue is about prioritising people for resettlement that have strong settlement prospects, euphemistically referred to as “integration potential” as opposed to prioritising those in greatest need.

This is alarming because it fundamentally distorts who the primary responsibility for responding to the human misery of war and enduring life in a refugee camp should be shouldered by.

Rather than requiring privileged developed countries to adapt and embrace people who are literally in need of saving, it locates responsibility at the feet of desperate refugees to demonstrate that they can successfully integrate even before they have stepped foot on the shores of the would be resettlement country.

Any belief that such assessments are viable or helpful is a “sirens song”. This approach will generate a highly subjective and speculative system of selection that will lack fairness and consistency. It will also inevitably become discriminatory and antithetical to the principles underlying the refugee convention.
In the weeks ahead there will be some debate about citizenship and the introduction of a new citizenship test.  Other changes have already been introduced, including raising the length of time before a permanent resident can become eligible for citizenship from two to four years.  The political debate so far has been pretty shallow and one can’t help but think poll driven.  No substantive evidence has been produced to support the arguments for these changes yet they will sale through parliament virtually unchallenged.
The emphasis on citizenship shouldn’t be heavily weighted with an artificial notion that answering a list of questions about Australian history or making people wait four years rather than two years will go any way towards making them better Australians.  This notion is grounded more in fantasy rather than fact, and fails to appreciate that the true measure is in what a person does as a citizen rather than how they became one.  
That isn’t to say that there shouldn’t be some form of test, indeed we have had one for years and it has served us well.  Its just that our country is littered with incredibly successful Australians, some sitting as judges, politicians and ministers, some working as lawyers, teachers, doctors, dentists, medical specialists, clergy, social workers, youth workers, psychologists, engineers and members of Australian defence forces. Their ability to contribute to Australian society emanates largely from the labours of their parents and the contribution they made to making Australia the extraordinary place it is today.  It is enriched with such people whose parents would have most likely failed the type of test that is currently being proposed but who on any objective measure have made a real contribution to building this nation.  What defined them was their desire to contribute in real terms, not artificial ones, and it is this that we should celebrate and value most of all.

Finally, I want to say that Australia has by and large been a magnificent place in the way in which it has built a multicultural society and provided new beginnings to so many refugees.  We are not the country we were 50 or 60 years ago and nor should we want to be.  We have grown, become richer and more prosperous—though that prosperity should be shared a great deal more, most notably with respect to the rights and services for indigenous Australians.  Most Australians benefit from a standard of living that ranks in the top 10 in the world and we have done it to a great degree as a country of migration.  
But these things are never guaranteed and always require vigilance in order to preserve them.  In times when things like the war on terror confronts us all and challenges our faith in humanity, the answer is not to retreat from what we have built but to learn from it and preserve it.  We need to draw on our collective cultural resources to reinforce values of inclusion, participation, justice and belonging, not just for some but for all who want to contribute and be a part of it.  It is through this that refugees and emerging communities can feel safe and secure and where citizenship becomes one important bond that helps to protect us all. 
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