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Emergency support, visas and safe passage for individuals and families
from Palestine

The situation in Gaza is catastrophic. Despite growing opposition, protest, and condemnation from
around the world, and calls by the United Nations for a ceasefire, Israel continues its bombardment
and destruction of Gaza. Entire families have been killed, countless children are facing life-time
disabilities with severe injuries and amputations, viral illness is spreading, and people are starving.
The health system has collapsed as medical treatment and pain relief are no longer available.

The Australian Government has taken a much-welcomed step by calling for a ceasefire, aligning with
the overwhelming majority of the world. We also acknowledge the joint statement made by Australia
and other government leaders highlighting their concerns relating to increased incidents of settler
violence towards Palestinians in the West Bank."

After the Australian Government’'s slow condemnation of Israel’s assault on Gaza and Palestinians,
the Department of Home Affairs did approve more than 800 visas for Palestinians with connections to
Australia,? providing some hope for the Palestinian-Australian community. Of these 800 visas, only
143 Palestinians have arrived in Australia from Gaza in the past month.®> Furthermore, on 19
December 2023, Australians who applied for visas for their families to come to Australia from Gaza
were advised in a mass email from government officials that consular support will not be provided to
visa holders to exit Gaza. Instead, the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade will only provide
support to spouses of Palestinian-Australians and their children under 18 years.

There has been growing confusion with both the visa applications and coordination for exit for
Palestinian families which has added stress to an already emotionally traumatised Palestinian
Australian community.

"For over 70 days, we have worked exhaustively to find an optimal solution to save our families from the
atrocities committed against them.

The tourist visa from Australia gave us hope, gave our family all around the globe hope, and more importantly
gave our families in Gaza hope.

Since the ceasefire and media backlash, we feel our government has turned their backs on us and gave into the
pressures.

We have been running around like a dog chasing its tail and we still don’t have answers. Our lives are literally on
hold. I haven’t worked, studied or focused on running my household. It’s added immense stress and pressure
and it has affected my mental health. We have urged our government to assist us with getting names on the
border, but we receive the same response which means absolutely nothing anymore but we now feel like second
class citizens and dehumanised by our own Australian government.

They must and desperately need to do better immediately."

Nabhil Chidiac 18/12/2023 - Relative of Palestinians in Gaza
We urgently call on the Australian Government to do more. There is no time to wait.

1. Although the overwhelming majority of the world has now called for a ceasefire, the Israeli
Government continues its ongoing brutality of the Palestinian people in Gaza and the West
Bank..

We call on the Australian Government to apply as much diplomatic pressure as
possible to condemn the assault on Palestinians and to call for an immediate and
lasting ceasefire.

" Australian Government, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (2023), “ Joint Statement on settler violence in West Bank.”
Available at: https://www.dfat.gov.au/news/media-release/joint-statement-settler-violence-west-bank

% The Guardian (2023), “They break my heart’: the Palestinian Australians supporting refugees from the Israel-Gaza war.” The
Guardian, 18 December. Available at:
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/dec/18/Palestinian-Australians-supporting-refugees-israel-gaza-war-visa-aus
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2. There has been little to no progress in coordinating the exit of existing Palestinian visa
holders out of Gaza, with some visa holders waiting for almost a month for their names to
appear on the exit list.

We call on the Australian Government and its staff to ensure that visa holders have
emergency safe passage out of Gaza and into Australia urgently.

3. There is an urgent need to increase the number of visas to be granted to allow
Palestinian-Australian families the ability to save their loved ones from this ongoing
humanitarian crisis. So many Palestinian-Australians are suffering watching their parents,
their siblings, and other members of their families caught in this dire situation.

We call on the Australian Government to urgently issue more visas for Palestinians.
The application process and the issuing of visas should be fast tracked in order to
ensure that family members of Palestinian-Australians are brought to safety urgently.

4. Many Palestinian-Australians are distraught at not being able to support their family members
to come to Australia. The Australian Government is not providing the necessary assistance to
the family members of Australian citizens to evacuate from Gaza.

We call on the Australian Government to urgently provide transparent information and
communication with the Palestinian-Australian community with regards to the visa
application process, the criteria and requirements, as well as the time it will take to
issue visas. The community is grief-stricken and traumatised and is seeking Australian
Government support and guidance.

Gaza and Palestine are in the depths of a genocide

"Every day we wake up and when we see the news, it is like someone steps on your heart. | don't even
know what words | could use to describe this period. | think we are all just desperate and sad and
exhausted. And scared of what's to come." Nadia El Hissie, Palestinian-Australian.

“We have been evacuated from Gaza recently. We applied for the Australian visa, and it got confirmed
[...] We are allowed to stay in Egypt for 2 weeks. Due to the unprecedented circumstances happening in
Gaza, our only apartment was destroyed. We were not able to save anything from there including our
little savings and even our clothes as we had to evacuate immediately to save our lives. We stayed at
the shelter with extremely limited food and little to no electricity and water. We have witnessed the death
of 17 people within the refuge shelter due to airstrikes and rocketing. To make matters worse, we
currently have no source of income and no financial resources to maintain our lives [...] Your help is
highly appreciated amid these dire conditions and extreme trauma we have been through, we are still
suffering deeply from their effects.” Anonymous, Palestinian transitioning through Egypt.

Only escalating since the events of 7 October 2023, the sheer level of death, damage, and destruction
that Palestinians, particularly in Gaza are experiencing, is unconscionable. The world has been
watching this inhumanity evolve on a daily basis with large thanks to Palestinian journalists who risk
their lives daily to share their experiences. The unfiltered access to watching this crisis unfold on
social media is unparalleled by any other contemporary crisis, and the movements across the world
for a permanent ceasefire and end to the occupation have shown that there is widespread support for
the Palestinian cause.

Palestinians have been living under oppression and Israeli apartheid for decades. In 2022, Amnesty
International released a report that found Israel is perpetrating an apartheid system against
Palestinians in violation of public international law and that almost all Israel’s civilian and military
authorities as well as government and quasi-governmental institutions were involved in enforcement
of this apartheid.*

This apartheid is incredibly apparent in Gaza, which has been colloquially referred to as the “world’s
largest open air prison”, which has overnight turned into a diabolical concentration camp, with Israel

4 Amnesty International (2022), “Israel’s apartheid against Palestinians: Cruel system of domination and crime against
humanity.” Available at: https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde15/5141/2022/en/
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maintaining military rule and controlling virtually every entry and exit point.® Prior to the events of
October 7th Gaza was home to around 2.2 million Palestinians and was one of the most densely
populated places on earth.® Over 70% of these residents were registered refugees who were
displaced in the 1948 Nakba or more recent events and more than 50% of this population were
under the age 18.7

For Palestinians residing in Gaza, the below highlights just a small snapshot of the effects of the
violent escalation. However we recognise that statistics cannot capture the real impact on the lives of
Palestinians in occupied Palestine and the diaspora.

e At least 18,205 Palestinians killed, and 49,645 wounded in attacks since October 7
according to estimates from 12 December, noting this number increases every day with a lack
of permanent ceasefire and with hospitals, ambulances and medical teams being targeted.®

e Al Jazeera has reported that this has been the deadliest conflict for children in recent history,
with an average of 136 children killed per day.’

e 85% of Gaza’s population, around 1.9 million have been displaced according to UN
Officials.

e The UN World Food Program has stated that half of the population is starving.

e Almost 100 journalists have been killed in Gaza to date (as at 9 December), with a further
400 imprisoned - this number is more than in any other conflict for over 30 years."

e 234,000 or 60% of Gaza’s total housing stock has been damaged and 46,000 have been
totally destroyed as of December 5.."

e The Israeli Government has recently flooded sea water into the tunnels under Gaza which
could have devastating long-term environmental impacts and other ramifications for Gaza’s
civilian population such as destruction of water sources and crops.?

e The World Health Organisation and Doctors Without Borders have stated that the healthcare
system in Gaza is “completely collapsing”. Of the 36 hospitals in Gaza, only 14 remain in
operation at partial capacities unequipped to respond to the exponentially increasing demand.
13

e The World Health Organisation has referred to the situation in Gaza as a ‘recipe for
epidemics’ - this is likely to have a devastating impact on the lives and futures of people in
Gaza."

5 Australian Palestinian Advocacy Network (2020), “Gaza Factsheet.” Available at: hitps:/apan.org.au/factsheet-gaza/

https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/06/14/gaza-israels-open-air-prison-15
®Mohammad, L (2023), “Children make up nearly half of Gaza’s population. Here’s what it means for the war.” National Public
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However, it is not just Palestinians in Gaza that are facing rising violence, there is also increasing
violence in the West Bank where violent attacks, including Israeli state violence and fatal shootings by
armed Jewish settlers have risen sharply.”® According to the UN in the seven weeks since October 7,
Israeli forces and settlers have killed 221 Palestinians in the West Bank, more than the entirety of
2022."°

This coincides with increasing incarceration of Palestinians as the Palestinian Authority’s Commission
for Prisoner Affairs reports that Israel has arrested nearly 3,300 Palestinians since 7 October, 80%
of whom are subjected to administrative detention — renewable six-month sentences that are handed
down without trial or charge.'”

Why Australia must help

Australia's Palestinian community is deeply impacted by the present Israeli bombardment of Gaza,
heightened violence, and increased policing in the West Bank and across Israel. Members of the
Palestinian diaspora in Australia are witnessing their families, relatives, friends, and communities
endure the most harrowing circumstances. They face not only the immediate threat of violence from
the Israeli Defence Forces but also the looming dangers of starvation, iliness, and the collapse of the
medical system.®

Offering humanitarian visas and assistance to families and communities affected by war is imperative,
not only for addressing pressing crises and showcasing Australia's dedication to its international
obligations, but also as an essential component of aiding migrant and refugee communities within
Australia. The provision of support, including visas and swift relocation to safety, is instrumental in
assisting Australian communities with ties to regions affected by conflict.

Salma, an Australian citizen, has applied for visas for her mother and father-in-law, three
brothers-in-law, a sister-in-law, and their respective spouses and children. A total of 29 family members
are caught in the midst of an escalating conflict, stranded at the southern Gazan border. In this
respite-free limbo, they face the daily threat of both aerial and ground invasion forces drawing nearer.
The only notable changes in their agonizing wait are the drone buzz and strikes, signalling impending
bombardment. Salma is grappling with the profound realization that leaving her family in their precarious
position would be akin to condemning them to death, burdening herself with an unrecoverable guilt.

Australia has had a longstanding commitment to multiculturalism and is considered to be one of the
most multicultural countries in the world." In particular, successive Australian Labor Governments
have shown their ongoing support of multiculturalism and diversity in our communities.?

Following the Vietham War and the tragic circumstances it caused for so many Vietnamese families
and communities, Australia proudly accepted over 80,000 Vietnamese refugees.?' Today, Vietnamese
communities thrive through education and the labour force, and contribute extensively to the
Australian community.

5 Bowen, J (2023), “Israeli settler violence brings destruction and fear to West Bank as war rages.” BBC News, 6 December.
Available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-67617920

Hanbali, L (2023), “The daily, grinding violence in the West Bank is worse than ever before. Why does it go unseen?” The
Guardian, 2 December. Available at: https://www.thequardian.com/commentisfree/2023/dec/02/west-bank-violence-israel

6 Hanbali, L (2023), “The daily, grinding violence in the West Bank is worse than ever before. Why does it go unseen?” The
Guardian, 2 December.

7 ibid.

8 Masoud, B and Al-Mughrabi, N (2023), “Palestinians starve as Gaza war rages amid fears of exodus into Egypt.”

Kekatos, M (2023), “Overcrowded hospitals, few supplies causing 'complete collapse' of Gaza health system.” ABC News, 12
December.

' McKell Institute (2018), “Why Australia is the world’s most successful multicultural society.” Available at:
https://mckellinstitute.org.au/research/articles/why-australia-is-the-worlds-most-successful-multicultural-society/

20 Australian Labor Party (2021), “Labor’s Multicultural Engagement Taskforce: Report.” Available at:
https://www.alp.org.au/media/2566/Imet-final-report-may-2021.pdf

2" Thomas, J (2015),

The Vietnamese refugees who changed White Australia.” SBS, 14 April. Available at:
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/article/the-vietnamese-refugees-who-changed-white-australia/fo8fls6hj
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More recently, the Australian Government made a steadfast commitment to supporting individuals and
families from the Ukraine after the Russian invasion. Since February 2022, the Australian government
has granted visas for approximately 11,400 Ukrainians.?

Alongside the humanitarian intake, the Australian Government expressed support for Ukraine’s
“sovereignty and territorial integrity”, expressing solidarity “with the people of Ukraine” for their
courage in the “face of Russia’s brutal invasion and unrelenting attacks on civilian infrastructure.”?

We call on the Australian government to add pressure to the calls for a permanent
ceasefire, fast-track visas and ensure emergency safe passage to Australia.

Immediate and permanent ceasefire

Australia must continue its call for a permanent ceasefire. In the face of horrific human suffering, it is
critical that beyond the call for a ceasefire, Australian elected representatives advocate strongly for a
permanent ceasefire and for Israel to completely withdraw from Gaza. It is also imperative that the
Israeli Defence Force and police withdraw from the West Bank immediately.

Fast-tracked visas need to be issued to Palestinians

Recent reports from community members have highlighted that wait times for visas are only
increasing, where previously they would have taken hours they are now taking days to weeks to
process. This is unacceptable in a crisis situation where access to a visa and safe passage from Gaza
can mean life or death.

We call on the Australian Government to urgently issue visas for Palestinians who are seeking safety
and support. This includes thousands of individuals and families with connections to
Palestinian-Australians. We call on the Australian Government to provide the same reassurance,
care, and support towards the Palestinian-Australian community as it did for the Ukrainian community,
by fast-tracking the issuing of visas and ensuring that people can bring their loved ones out of the
warzone and into the safety of the Australian community.

Urgent safe passage to Australia

We understand that although hundreds of Australian visas have been issued to Palestinians during
this current conflict, in reality many have been unable to leave Palestine and are awaiting their turn to
be able to evacuate. Publicly available records indicate that thousands of people with visas to various
other countries have been able to secure safe passage out of Gaza, and yet only very few
Palestinians with Australian visas have been able to evacuate.?* The ABC recently reported that 860
Palestinians had been granted temporary visitor visas, but the large majority of these have not had
their names added to the list for exiting through the Rafah crossing.?®

We call on the Australian Government and its officials to do everything it can to ensure emergency
safe passage out of Gaza for Australian visa holders.

We also call on the Australian Government to reinstate its original definition of immediate family for
visitor visas through the sponsored family stream beyond spouses and dependents, to include siblings
and cousins.

2pustralian Government, Department of Home Affairs (2023), “Ukraine visa support.” Available at:
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/help-and-support/ukraine-visa-support

2 Minister for Foreign Affairs, Senator the Hon Penny Wong (2023), “Further sanctions in response to Russia’s invasion of
Ukralne Avallable at
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Zyussuf, A and Al-Nashar, N (2023), “Thousands of people have left Gaza since the ceasefire — only seven bound for Australia
have been on 'the list.” ABC, 14 December. Available at:
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% ibid.


https://www.abc.net.au/news/ahmed-yussuf/13177774
https://www.abc.net.au/news/nabil-al-nashar/14004922
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-12-14/australian-visas-rafah-border-israel-gaza/103196586
https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/media-release/further-sanctions-response-russias-invasion-ukraine#:~:text=The%20Australian%20Government%20steadfastly%20supports,unrelenting%20attacks%20on%20civilian%20infrastructure
https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/media-release/further-sanctions-response-russias-invasion-ukraine#:~:text=The%20Australian%20Government%20steadfastly%20supports,unrelenting%20attacks%20on%20civilian%20infrastructure
https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/media-release/further-sanctions-response-russias-invasion-ukraine#:~:text=The%20Australian%20Government%20steadfastly%20supports,unrelenting%20attacks%20on%20civilian%20infrastructure
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/help-and-support/ukraine-visa-support

December 2023
Palestine Australia Relief and Action

Open and transparent communication with the Palestinian-Australian community

We urge the Australian Government, the Department of Foreign Affairs, and the Department of
Immigration and Citizenship to communicate with the Palestinian community here in Australia about
the visas and the immigration process for their loved ones. The Palestinian community here in
Australia are enduring unbearable challenges, and need government leaders and staff to
communicate and guide them through the highly bureaucratic immigration process. The community
needs clear, accurate and consistent information so that they can help their loved ones and their
communities.

Longer term support for Palestinians

PARA supports Palestinians’ right of return to their homeland.?® We recognise however that not all
Palestinians will be able to return, as Israel has previously blocked the Palestinian right to return
under international law. The Palestinian refugee population today is over 5.9 million and are
consistently denied the right to return to their land and to their homes.?” Therefore following the urgent
need to fast-track visas and ensure there is safe passage to Australia, we must ensure Palestinian
refugees are set up to thrive in Australia on a permanent basis should they wish to.

The Australian Government must prioritise expedited transitions for Palestinians to long-term
humanitarian visas, settlement assistance, and access to social service supports to meet basic needs.
This includes ensuring that Palestinian refugees are provided with visas that ensure they can access
the support that they need. It is critical that following a period of aggression and complex trauma that
Palestinians entering Australia have access to stability and security.

The Australian Government must also ensure that during any transitions between visa types that
Palestinian refugees still have access to social security rights, Medicare, education and the right to
work in Australia. Israel’'s aggression against Palestinians for some may result in or exacerbate
existing disabilities, therefore there is also an urgent need to ensure they have access to Australia’s
National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) and any visas granted should cover this access.

The recent Australian intake of Ukrainian refugees has highlighted a number of challenges in the
transition between tourist and humanitarian visas. Most importantly, it has highlighted the need for
financial support for basic needs before a humanitarian visa is granted, financial support for health
checks, and the impact of uncertain visa processes on people who are already managing complex
trauma.

There is already a growing coalition of social service organisations across Australia that are willing to
support Palestinian refugees with settlement and social inclusion in Australia’s vibrant and diverse
migrant community. PARA is one of these many organisations that is ready to provide immediate
support to Palestinian refugees and work with them on long-term settlement.

About PARA

Palestine Australia Relief and Action (PARA) aims to bolster and empower Palestinian voice and
agency and enhance coordination between Palestinian communities, new Palestinian arrivals, partner
funding bodies and organisations, community support services, and the Australian government.
Paramount to PARA's function is the celebration of human rights as well as an appreciation of the
cohesive diversity which distinguishes our Australian cultural landscape.

% United Nations Human Rights, Office of the High Commissioner (2023), “Right of return of Palestinian refugees must be
prioritised over political considerations: UN experts.” Available at:
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27 Amnesty International (2019), “Israel’s refusal to grant Palestinian refugees right to return has fuelled seven decades of
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