
As  Arge  Schubhaf t1  counsel lors ,  we  are  natural ly  commi t ted to  awareness-bui ld ing  

for  the  subjec t  o f  asy lum seekers  held in  pre-depor ta t ion  deten tion . In the course  of  

t ime  va r ious personal  i tems have  co l lected  a t  our  of f ice , inc lud ing  let te rs  and  

drawings  sen t  to  us  by  detainees .  Such  mate r ia l  carr ies  a  much  more  power fu l  

message  than any  tex t wr i t ten  by  an  ou ts ider ; i t  has  the  immediacy of  au thent ic i ty . 

We there fore  dec ided to  use  these  documents to  crea te  a  k ind  o f  exh ib i t ion .  For  

tha t  purpose we  con tac ted  Franz  Wassermann and  he  read i ly  o f fered to help.  H is  

par t icu lar ly  in tens ive  involvement  wi th de tained asy lum seekers  and  the  work  done 

by the Arge  Schubha f t organisat ion  f inal ly  led to  the  SCHUBHAFT ar t  pro jec t , which 

Franz  Wassermann  produced  in  co-opera tion  with Arge  Schubhaf t .   

From our dai ly  work we were wel l  aware o f the fact that , on the bas is  o f the current  

pol i t ical  s i tua tion , immigra tion and the problems of migran ts  and re fugees was an  

unpopular  subject  wi th  purely  nega tive  s tand ing.  We were never theless  surpr ised to  

d iscover  the same nega tive a tt i tude in  the wor ld of ar t  as wel l .  To our  cons ternat ion  

ą  in  add i t ion to frequent approval and praise ą  the ar t project and Franz  

Wassermann himse lf  a tt rac ted c r i t ic ism from the cu l tura l ,  po l i t ical  and  

ecc les ias tica l  es tab l ishments.   

In th is  con tex t i t  is  wor th ment ion ing the comments made by Dr Si lv ia E ib lmayr  

(d irec tor  o f Innsbruck ’s  Tax isga ler ie)  in an ar t ic le  tha t appeared in the Innsbruck  

weekly  “Tip”  (28 th volume, issue no . 43,  author  Chr is t iane Schne ider)  on the  

subjec t o f the “occupat ion”  of the ar t gal lery .  There i t  says tha t Franz Wassermann 

“made a h igh-handed  a ttempt to ins trumenta l ise the  sub jec t o f pre-depor ta t ion  

deten tion for  asy lum seekers , the people involved , the gal lery  and mysel f” .  The  

ar t is t ’s  goal  o f prov id ing peop le  whose vo ices go unheard  wi th  a sanc tuary loca ted  

between ar t and po l i t ics  was comple tely  ignored and made to look r id iculous . Arge  

Schubhaf t a lso  came in for  cr i t ic ism: “The ar t is t ’s  ego  might bene fi t  from the  

inc iden t bu t no t the cause o f Arge Schubhaf t , bu t maybe they have chosen to  

kowtow to ar t in the be l ief tha t, s ince i t  is  supposed to be ar t , i t  must be good .”  

Tha t is  a  v iew we re fu te . On  the con trary , the in i t ia t ive  to contact  Franz  

Wassermann  came from Arge Schubhaf t  i tsel f  and was taken in  the l igh t o f  the  

soc ia l  commi tment the ar t is t had shown in h is  ear l ier  works . The project was  

hand led  in  co l labora t ion wi th  Arge Schubha f t , a l though  the organisa t ion had  no  say  

in the actual execu tion , i .e. no restr ic t ions  were placed on Franz Wassermann’s  

ar t is t ic  freedom. Readers o f the newspaper ar t ic le were a lso to ld tha t Ms Eiblmayr  

fe l t  she had “a r ight to pass judgment in terms o f ar t is t ic  mer i t”  and sa id tha t “ i t  is  

now fashionable to lay c la im to such subjec ts  in such ques tionab le s ty le as  

Wassermann  does” .  

The fact is  tha t pre-depor tat ion de tent ion  for  asy lum seekers canno t be  cons idered  

a fashionable  phenomenon a t any level  o f soc iety . At most , i t  has  become s tandard  

pract ice at cer ta in levels  o f the po l i t ica l  estab l ishment to seek to preserve the  



ins t rument o f pre-expuls ion deten tion ins tead of abol ish ing i t .  I f  the subject real ly  

were a t trac ting pub l ic  in teres t and had real ly  become a subjec t o f democra tic  

deba te ,  i t  would perhaps no longer ex is t , o r  at  leas t not  in the  form i t  genera l ly  

takes  in  Aus tr ia .   

We a re gra te ful  to Franz  Wassermann for  h is  re fusal  to be d iscouraged by  the  

di f f icul t ies con front ing the pro jec t. Thanks to h is  commi tment , those who normal ly  

remain  inv is ib le  to soc ie ty  were  given  a  publ i c  s tage  for  a  shor t t ime a t leas t .   

We were success ful  in our  a im o f genera ting fresh in teres t in the migrat ion prob lem 

by trans fo rming the subject into an ar t pro ject and thus f inding a new approach to  

the ques t ion in the pub l ic  space . I t  never theless remains a fac t tha t large sectors  o f  

the popula t ion know l i t t le  abou t the s i tua tion of the re fugees or  the c ircums tances  

tha t  caused  them to  f lee,  and  migran ts  s t i l l  tend to  mee t wi th  genera l  re ject ion.   

Apart  from peop le  whose work br ings them in to  con tac t wi th  quest ions  o f human  

r igh ts , there is  l i t t le  interes t in the subjec t  in soc ie ty . For  that reason very few  

peop le ac tua l ly  know wha t pre-depor ta tion detent ion real ly  means , or  who is  l ike ly  

to be de tained and why. The trad it ional th ink ing is  tha t on ly  those indiv iduals  are  

taken in to cus tody who have done someth ing ser ious ly  w rong. That is  a bel ie f tha t  

cr imina l ises the de ta ined asy lum seekers and legi t im ises the ins ti tu t ion o f pre-

depor ta t ion  de ten tion as  an ins trument  o f  pro tec tion  from a  d i f fuse,  unknown 

danger.   

In a c l ima te o f uncerta in ty  the un famil iar  is  a lways a threa t , and s imp le  

explana tions are sough t and labels  app l ied  that o ften s t igmatise the innocen t . In  

th is  con tex t we wou ld re fe r  to the let ter  dated 3 December 2001 from Bishop  

Ko thgasser , who  did not  b less the  mob i le  home, among other  th ings because o f  

“ the very nega tive l igh t cas t on the sub jec t  of deten tion for  asy lum seekers and  

hence  on the  au thor i t ies,  who  have  their  du ty  to  do  a t  a  t ime  o f  terror is t  act iv i ty” .  

In the course of the ar t pro jec t we issued communica t ions and held press  

conferences in order  to expla in our  pos i t ion  and prov ide v i ta l  in formation , and we  

would l ike to  take th is  

oppor tuni ty  to say a few words abou t pre -deporta tion de tent ion for  asy lum seekers  

and  the  Arge Schubha ft  o rganisa tion .   

In Austr ia , ind iv idua ls  wi thou t the r igh t o f  abode in the coun try  are p laced in  

admin is t ra tive de tent ion for  up to s ix  mon ths. They  are held in spec ia l  pr isons  

which do no t mee t Western European s tandards. Many of the de ta inees are asy lum 

seekers who f led their  coun tr ies to escape pol i t ical , re l ig ious , rac ia l  or  some o ther  

form o f persecut ion. Others were  forced to leave their  homes because o f the  sheer  



impossibi l i ty  o f  sa tis fy ing such elementary human needs  as nu tr i t ion , hea lth ,  

educa tion , e tc . The de ta inees l ive in a s tate  of mu l t ip le psychological s tress. Tha t  

der ives  from their  persona l b iograph ies and  f l ight  on  the one  hand , and  from the  

exper ience o f deten tion on the o ther , which  is  a l l  the more d is turb ing because of  

the problems of communicat ion , the di f f icul t ies of making con tac t wi th re la tives, the  

unpredic tabi l i ty  of the leng th o f s tay in pr ison, and the absence o f any mean ing ful  

form o f  ac tiv i ty .   

From 1 January 2001 to 31 March 2002 a to ta l  of 2508 peop le were he ld in  

admin is t ra tive  de ten tion pend ing depor ta t ion  in  Aus tr ia ,  and 1508  detainees were  

depor ted .  

Arge Schubha f t is  a reg is tered associat ion that s tar ted o f f as a projec t organ ised by  

s tuden ts o f the Innsbruck Socia l  Academy  in 1998. Since then members o f the  

associa t ion , mos t ly  work ing  on a vo lun tary  bas is ,  have prov ided help  and  

counse l l ing for  men and women he ld in  pre-depor ta tion de ten tion. The work  

invo lves weekly  v is i ts  to the de ta inees, prov id ing them w ith in format ion on the ir  

s i tua tion, organis ing lega l counsel and medical ass is tance , and prov id ing them w ith  

essen tia ls  inc luding phone cards , books in var ious  languages,  c lo th ing ,  e tc .  Arge  

Schubhaf t a lso seeks to improve the  cond it ions under which women, men and  

young  peop le are held in de ten t ion  pr ior  to  depor ta tion and  works  in  genera l for  

bet te r  recep tion  serv ices  and  l iv ing  cond it ions for  re fugees  in Austr ia .   
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