Detainee deadlock


A SMALL group of detainees from the troubled Woomera Detention Centre might have sparked the current unrest at the Curtin facility, acting immigration minister Chris Ellison said today.
The far north West Australian camp remained tense today, as 300 of the camp's 340 detainees, armed with makeshift weapons, maintained a standoff with authorities. 

The situation followed a violent riot involving about 100 detainees on Friday night, in which 28 guards were injured and the centre badly damaged. 

Overnight, the detainees lit fires which caused more damage to the camp, as the government warned it could use force to end the crisis unless ringleaders and weapons were handed over. 

Fifteen of those involved in Friday's riot had been transferred from Woomera in South Australia following recent violence there. 

Almost all those who took part in the action had been told their refugee applications had been rejected.

But Senator Ellison said today it was unclear if this had prompted the riot. 

"There wasn't anything we could pin it to," Senator Ellison told ABC radio. 

"We do believe the influence of the Woomera people might have been a factor. 

"Certainly Curtin has been a centre where this sort of behaviour has not happened." 

Senator Ellison said federal police, WA police and Australian Protective Services guards were at the camp. 

Last year, officers from these three groups stormed the Port Hedland centre to round up ringleaders of a huge riot. 

Senator Ellison said the government hoped to end the Curtin disturbance peacefully today. 

"The government's patience is not limitless, but we want to end this peacefully if we can," he said. 

The government was heartened by the handover of five knives and two meat cleavers overnight, he said. 

Senator Ellison said most of the detainees were cooperative, something shown by their firefighting efforts and the handing over of the weapons. 

He said women and children were invited to leave the group of 300 at any time. 

Meanwhile, a refugee advocate said she believed the Curtin trouble was sparked by guards beating detainees for no apparent reason. 

Penny Birch from the Refugee Action Coalition said she had a friend who saw Australasian Correctional Management (ACM) guards beating detainees. 

"ACM guards were in riot gear and they were going through and beating people. (He said) that he could see blood," Ms Birch told ABC radio. 
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