About the only thing that Dai Hayward, “retired journalist”, got right in last week’s opinion piece about the case of Ahmed Zaoui, was that “New Zealand is one of the best countries in the world to live”.

One reason for this is our reputation for being a compassionate country that gives people a fair go. 

We extend that compassion to asylum-seekers - a small (and declining) group of people who have been terrorised in their own countries and have managed to escape here. They can’t return home because of, in the words of our law, “a well-founded fear of persecution”. 
We don’t just accept their word for this. There is a robust system to independently scrutinise their claims. Three senior lawyers, sitting as the Refugee Status Appeal Authority, receive evidence from anyone with relevant information. The RSSA has extremely rigorous procedures and in recent years has rejected nearly 90 per cent of the appeals it has received from asylum seekers.
In Mr Zaoui’s case, the RSAA heard from the SIS, which elected to include in its presentation, at face value, demonstrably inaccurate media reports from the internet. 

“That the SIS was content to rely on such a self-evidently dubious source ... is most surprising,” said the RSAA in the restrained language of a judicial body. “We were surprised at how limited [the SIS unclassified material] was and the questionable nature of some of the contents.”
The SIS presented the RSAA with such a hopelessly inadequate case based on its unclassified material that it has undermined the credibility of any classified information it claims to hold about Mr Zaoui. 

Far from accepting without question Mr Zaoui’s claim to be a refugee, as Mr Hayward claims in his article, the RSAA granted Mr Zaoui official refugee status only after a thirteen day hearing. It rejected the notion that he was any threat to national security, concluding that: 

* Mr Zaoui had not committed or supported any act of terrorism or other criminal conduct, either for the terrorist organisation GIA or for any other group (including financial or logistical support);
* Mr Zaoui had only ever been a member of the FIS - a political party that is the democratically elected Algerian Government-in-exile;
* The FIS and the GIA are diametrically opposed in every conceivable way and that, anyway, the GIA is a counter-insurgency operation set up by the Algerian regime to discredit its opposition;
* The GIA had issued a death sentence against Mr Zaoui because of his condemnation of the violence in Algeria, his calls for an international, independent inquiry into the human rights violations in Algeria, and the peaceful expression of his political views. 

As the RSAA records, lies and slander had been injected into Europe's intelligence-gathering system and the media in a massive campaign of disinformation by the Algerian intelligence services to bolster the military regime and discredit Mr Zaoui's political party. 

So the RSAA concluded that any intelligence on Mr Zaoui originating from France and Belgium was of questionable value given the close relationship that Algerian secret services enjoy with their colleagues in France (the former colonial power) and of the widely acknowledged French complicity in the armed coup that overthrew Mr Zaoui's political party in 1992.
Nor is the RSAA the only tribunal in the world to view French judicial procedures relating to Algerian asylum seekers with cynicism. British courts routinely refuse to heed extradition requests from the French, citing the questionable levels of justice that the French courts dispense to these Algerians.

Yes, he arrived on a false passport. Most refugees do, for the obvious reason that they are usually escaping from persecution by their governments– which would be more likely to lock them up than issue them with valid travel documents.

Sadly, all of this seems lost on our SIS, which continues to pursue Mr Zaoui with all the zeal it can muster. It seems incapable of realizing that the Zaoui case has moved well beyond the point where voicing suspicion and mere allegation suffices. 

Of course, we need those who protect our national security to be alert and suspicious. But we also need them to be able to process the information they acquire to assess what data has some probative value, to discard what doesn't stand up to analysis and to balance rumour and speculation with investigation and scrutiny. We need them to understand the nuances of international diplomacy. We need them to acknowledge their mistakes and move on. This the SIS has failed to do in Mr Zaoui's case. When forced by the courts here to produce a summary of its allegations against him, the SIS presented nothing that had not already been examined and dismissed by the RSAA, other than an obviously benign home video of his travels in Asia. 
Mr Haywood says we should have sent Mr Zaoui packing years ago. But having made a claim for asylum, he is entitled to due process in this country, as we all are. When the rule of law is denied to any group we begin a slide to the kind of anarchy from which refugees flee. Given the serial injustices that have been visited on Mr Zaoui in the past by various nations, the least we can do is to give him a fair go here. 
* Peter Hosking is the executive director of the Human Rights Foundation, a non-governmental organisation.
