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West's broken promises provide bitter lesson
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Ravi Veloo

The influx of illegal immigrants here is a stark reminder of the arrival of the boat people in the 1970s. Will there be a
similar exodus from Indonesia? Why is the Government taking such a harsh stand? Or is kindness out of place? Pang
Gek Choo examines Singapore's dilemma while Ravi Veloo recounts its experience with Vietnamese refugees. IT WAS
six years ago. A group of 60 men, women and children, about three-quarters of all the Vietnamese refugees in the
Hawkins Road camp, shuffled out to its open field at the signal of their leader for a dramatic showdown with the
authorities.

Their protest was not aimed at Singapore, but their desired new homelands: the United States, Britain, The Netherlands,
Norway, Sweden, Denmark and Germany.

Dejected by the delaying tactics of the seven Western governments which had promised the Singapore Government they
would take in the refugees if the Republic allowed them to land here instead of turning them away at sea, the refugees
began a hunger strike.

Already, a 14-year-old among them had attempted suicide a couple of months earlier when told she would not be
re-settled.

During the hunger strike, three more attempted suicide. Two men swallowed an overdose of anti-stress pills, while
another man poured kerosone down his throat.

More than one-third of those who remained on the field ended up in hospital with malnutrition.

Their numbers decimated by hunger, pain, and severe depression, the hunger strike of the refugees -some had been in
the camp for more than two years -turned into a sit-in protest on the field that lasted six months.

During that time, 72 refugees even broke out of the camp to take their sit-in protest to the office of the United Nations
High Commisioner For Refugees (UNHCR) at International Plaza.

Still, during those six months, no one was more stoic than the countries that had promised to take them. They remained
unmoved.

They had made that promise under pressure from public opinion at home, but they spoke the word when their
economies were expected to pick up from the doldrums.

When that did not happen, and public opinion shifted against migrant workers, the seven classified the Vietnamese as
economic, and not political, refugees, and so ineligible to be resettled in their lands.

It was this bitter experience that prompted Home Affairs Minister Wong Kan Seng to tell Parliament recently that no
one entering Singapore illegally these days will be considered a refugee. They would be regarded as illegal immigrants,
punished and sent home.
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"Not every country honoured its guarantee and we were saddled with the Vietnamese refugees for a long time. We have
learnt our lesson and will no longer accept any refugees even if third countries promise to resettle them," he said.

In the end, the 99 refugees did leave Singapore, but only in June 1996 when the UNHCR decided to close down all its
camps in the region.

They were rounded up by police suddenly in an early morning swoop, and taken to an Immigration depot where they
were held for two weeks, while final arrangements were being made.

At that point there was little trouble, police told The Straits Times. They released video tapes that showed the
Vietnamese looking relaxed as they played games and chatted among themselves.

Indeed, in stark contrast to the violent scenes in several other Vietnamese refugee camps in the region when their
authorities tried to repatriate them, it was smiles and handshakes all around at Changi Airport in 1996 as the last of the
Vietnamese boat people boarded an Air Vietnam plane for home.

Some had been in Singapore since the early 1990s.

How was it that the repatriation went off without incident? The answer lies to some extent in Singapore's overall
approach to the Vietnamese refugee problem.

Since 1975, Singapore had hosted more than 32,000 Vietnamese boat people as a sort of halfway house. But the number
of refugees at any one time was never very large, and they were shipped out quickly to be resettled in third countries.

How many more were turned away at sea remains an open question. Ever conscious of the limits of its small size,
Singapore could not have let in all the Vietnamese who reached its waters.

Those stuck in the Hawkins Road camp were subject to a compassionate policy, which allowed many to find work
outside the camp as cooks, waiters, movers and so on.

By the time they left for Vietnam, they had an average of $ 3,000 each in savings, with one person saving as much as $
18,000.

They also had more skills -many spoke English, some were even taught Japanese by volunteers -and many were
expected to find jobs in the business sector because of Vietnam's changed business climate and rapid economic growth.

It was as close to a happy ending as it could get for uninvited guests to so small a home.

SECTION: Insight; Pg. 62

LENGTH: 812 words

LOAD-DATE:March 30, 1998

LANGUAGE: ENGLISH

GRAPHIC: All smiles as these Vietnamese refugees were seen off at Changi Airport by the police in June 1996 when
they were repatriated.
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