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1. Introduction 
 
Since 1947, Australia has received and settled more than 700,000 refugees and humanitarian 
migrants, people from quite different parts of the world who have been forced to leave their country 
of origin because of persecution.  In 2009-10, Australia will offer permanent residency to around 
13,750 refugees and humanitarian migrants from Asia, the Middle East and Africa, from countries 
of origin as diverse as Burma, Bhutan, Afghanistan, Iraq, Sudan, Somalia, Congo and Burundi. 
 
For a number of people who have made Australia their new home, sport has been an important 
bridge to their new culture.  Sport has enabled recent arrivals in Australia to meet and build 
friendships with other Australians, to learn about life in Australia and to share aspects of 
themselves and their background.  Organisations involved in the settlement of refugees have long 
recognised the value of sport in helping people adjust to life in Australia and many local strategies 
have been developed to make it more possible for recently arrived refugees to participate in 
sporting programs.  The reception from sporting organisations, however, has been mixed.  Some 
organisations have seen the value to their sport and to Australian society and have become active 
in the seeking the involvement of recently arrived refugees.  Others either have not seen the value 
of new approaches or have been unaware of the opportunities to reach out to new groups of 
potential participants. 
 
This is an abridged version of a detailed report compiled by the Refugee Council of Australia 
(RCOA) for the NSW Department of Sport and Recreation. It draws together conclusions from 
research on the participation of refugees in sport and lessons learned from organisations which 
have developed innovative approaches.  In doing so, RCOA’s aim is to encourage sporting 
administrators, community organisations, settlement service providers and government agencies to 
examine options for involving recently-arrived refugees in sporting activities, thereby helping to 
build a healthier and more inclusive society. The full report can be viewed at 
www.refugeecouncil.org.au  
 



   
  

A Bridge to a New Culture: Promoting the participation of refugees in sporting activities page 4 
 

2. Background information 

2.1 Refugees, asylum seekers and migrants in Austra lia 
 
2.1.1 What is a refugee? 
 
According to the UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (also known as the Refugee 
Convention), a refugee is:  
 

Any person who owing to a well founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 
religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside 
the country of his/her nationality and is unable, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail 
himself/herself of the protection of that country. 

 

This definition is used by the Australian 
Government to determine whether our country has 
protection obligations towards asylum seekers.  If 
an asylum seeker is found to be a refugee, 
Australia is obliged under international law to offer 
protection and to ensure that the person is not sent 
back unwillingly to their country of origin, where 
they could face danger, persecution and/or death. 
 
2.1.2 What is an asylum seeker? 
 
When someone arrives in Australia and seeks refugee protection, we refer to them as an asylum 
seeker while their claim is being assessed.  If a person fits the criteria of the Refugee Convention 
definition (see above), he/she is classified as a refugee and, in Australia, is given a permanent 
Protection Visa.1  If a person’s claim for asylum is unsuccessful, the Australian Government 
requires the person to return to his/her country of origin. 
 
2.1.3 What is the difference between a refugee and a migrant? 
 
Migrants choose to leave their country to seek a better life.  They choose where they migrate to 
and they can return whenever they like. Refugees are forced to leave their country and cannot 
return unless the situation that forced them to leave improves.  Some are forced to flee with no 
warning; significant numbers of them have suffered torture and trauma.  The concerns of refugees 
are human rights and safety, not economic advantage. Because of their different experiences, the 
needs of refugees are different to those of migrants, particularly in relation to torture and trauma 
counselling, secure housing and medical care. 
 
2.1.4 Why do refugees come to Australia? 
 
Refugees flee their country because they would face persecution if they were to remain. They 
come to Australia seeking protection from persecution and a safe place to start a new life.  
 
2.1.5 How many refugees settle in NSW?  
 
New South Wales is the largest settlement location in Australia and receives more humanitarian 
entrants than any other state. Between 2002 and 2007, over 57 000 humanitarian migrants settled 
in Australia, with almost 18 000 (over 30%) settling in New South Wales.2   
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2.1.6 Where do refugees settle in NSW?  
 
The majority of humanitarian entrants to NSW are settled in Sydney (particularly western and 
south-western Sydney). The top five NSW Local Government Areas in which refugees settle are 
Fairfield, Blacktown, Liverpool, Auburn and Parramatta. Initial settlement also occurs in regional 
areas such as Coffs Harbour, Goulburn, Newcastle, Wagga Wagga, Wollongong and Albury.3   
 
2.1.7 Which countries do refugees in NSW come from?   
 
Most humanitarian entrants to NSW come from the Middle East, Asia and Africa. Since 2002, the 
top countries of birth for humanitarian entrants to NSW have been Iraq, Sudan, Afghanistan, 
Burma.4 
 
2.2 Refugee participation in sport 
 
2.2.1 The benefits of sport for refugees  
 
The beneficial impacts of participating in sport for any person – refugee or non-refugee – are wide-
ranging, numerous and well-documented. Physical benefits include improving fitness and 
decreasing the risk of chronic diseases such as cardiovascular diseases, high blood pressure, 
obesity, osteoporosis and some cancers.5 Psychological benefits include building self-esteem, 
increasing mental alertness and counteracting stress and depression.6  Participation in sport also 
has important social impacts, as it assists in building social cohesion and in reducing isolation, anti-
social behaviour and crime.7   

 
The benefits of sport are particularly important for 
refugee communities.  The refugee experience is by 
definition traumatic and is characterised by 
persecution, displacement, loss, grief and forced 
separation from family, home and belongings.  For 
this reason, refugees and humanitarian entrants 
may face additional barriers to successfully 
resettling into their new Australian communities, 
compared to other migrants. Thus, opportunities to 
promote physical and mental wellbeing and 
community integration are particularly important for 
refugees.  
 

In Australia, research carried out by the Centre for Multicultural Youth (CMY) has comprehensively 
documented the specific benefits of sport for refugee communities.  As well as physical health 
benefits, sport can provide “a sense of purpose and direction for young people recovering from the 
traumas of the refugee experience or the impact of racism.”8  Sport also offers an opportunity for 
social interaction and a forum for non-English speakers to learn and practise English. The United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) also acknowledges “the power and 
importance of sport,” and notes that participation in sport can play “a particularly important and 
healing role,” for refugees.9   
 
 

“Sports programs can help counteract psychosocial problems and environmental and health issues 
as well as stress and loneliness. They contribute to physical fitness, mental well-being and social 
integration by providing a safe forum in which a child can develop physically, emotionally and 
mentally.” 10 

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
 

 
On purely physical considerations, sport may also play an important role for refugees. There is 
some evidence to suggest that the process of integrating into western cultures (‘acculturation’) “is 
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often associated with the adoption of detrimental ‘Western’ behaviours such as the consumption of 
a high-fat, calorie-dense diet, smoking, alcohol intake and a more sedentary lifestyle”.11  It is 
therefore essential that any negative health effects from the adoption of the ‘mainstream’ diet are 
counteracted by appropriate physical activity levels.  
 
Additionally, participation in sport can promote ethnic and cultural harmony and strengthen 
communities by “break[ing] down cultural barriers between different ethnic (and sometimes 
language) groups in the community”.12  Sport can assist in building links and trust both within 
refugee communities and between refugees and the broader community, thereby acting as an 
entry point for the wider participation of refugees in community life.  For this reason, sport can be 
an excellent avenue through which to combat racism. 
 
 

“To the extent that sport builds social and cultural bridges, and to the extent that it reaches out 
across the community in both practical and symbolic ways, it is an exemplary site in which to 
combat racism and racial hatred.”13 

Lawrence McNamara 
 

 
Furthermore, “there are few countries in the world where sport forms such a pervasive and 
influential aspect of culture and society as it does in Australia”.14  As such, sport in the Australian 
context “offers opportunities to break down barriers and encourage participation in a way that other 
areas of society may struggle to match”.15  Involvement in sport can therefore be a particularly 
effective means of promoting refugees’ participation in Australian society and introducing refugees 
to Australian culture.  
 
 

Studies by CMY (2007)16 and the Australian Human Rights Commission (2006)17 concluded that 
organised sport can be: 
·  an entry point to broader participation 
·  a site for trust building 
·  a way of facilitating settlement and transitional support 
·  a diversion strategy 
·  a capacity building opportunity 
·  a therapeutic outcome 
·  a way to promote health and wellbeing 
·  a way to build community understanding 
·  a cultural and racial bridge-builder 
 

 
2.2.2 The benefits of refugee participation to spor ting bodies 
 
It is not only refugees themselves who benefit from increased participation in sport. Sporting clubs 
and associations can also derive enormous benefit from the involvement of refugees in their 
activities.  
 
One of the most obvious benefits is 
increased membership.  Encouraging 
refugee participation provides a unique 
opportunity to widen a club’s 
membership base and increases the 
prospects for recruiting skilled players.  A 
broadened membership network can also 
offer more opportunities for volunteer 
recruitment, enhance spectator numbers 
and be of assistance when seeking 
grants, donations and sponsorship.18  
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Additionally, increasing cultural diversity within a sport can 
have important social benefits.  At the same time as 
participation in sport assists refugees in learning about 
Australian culture, it also provides an opportunity for non-
refugee participants to learn about other cultures.  Such 
exchanges are extremely valuable in building cross-cultural 
understanding and mutual respect, which is crucial to 
reducing racism and intolerance within Australian sport. 
Fostering an atmosphere of inclusiveness and respect can 
also heighten a sport’s status in the community,19 again 
creating potential for increased membership and 
sponsorship opportunities.  
 
Furthermore, establishing an inclusive and accessible 
sporting environment is likely to attract participants from 
non-refugee migrant communities as well. In a multicultural 
society such as Australia, establishing relationships with 
these communities is central to widening and maintaining a 
sport’s membership base.  Through encouraging increased 
participation by diverse groups, including refugees, “sporting 
organisations will be laying the groundwork for a successful 
(and diverse) future.”20 

 
 

 “Sporting organisations or sports administrators may think: what’s in it for the club, or for me? Or, 
why bother?  A more helpful attitude would be ‘how can I help society’, because we all benefit 
when there is more cohesion in our society.” 

 Consultation respondent  
 

 
2.2.3 Refugee participation in sport – lower than t he general population 
 
The Australian Sports Commission (ASC) estimates that 80% of Australians participate in some 
form of sport.21  A 2005-06 survey conducted by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) found 
that almost one third of Australians aged 15 years and over (29% or 4.7 million people) participated 
in sport or physical recreation at least twice a week and that nearly two thirds of Australians 
participated in sports/physical recreation at least once in a given 12 months.   
 
However, people from non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB) – a group which includes the 
majority of refugees – are less likely to participate in sport or physical activity than the general 
population.  The ABS reports that migrants born in non-English speaking countries have a 
significantly lower participation rate (52%) than migrants born in English-speaking countries (73%), 
with NESB women having a particularly low participation rate (48%).22 
 
2.2.4 Potential barriers to participation for refug ees  
 
Numerous studies have identified multiple barriers which people from migrant and particularly 
refugee backgrounds face when accessing and participating in sport. These include a lack of 
culturally appropriate facilities and opportunities, practical and financial constraints and racism.  
 
Lack of culturally appropriate facilities and oppor tunities 
 
There is currently a limited availability of sport programs which cater specifically for the unique 
cultural needs of migrant and refugee communities. Numerous studies have pointed to the 
“apparent absence of current [sport] projects that target members of [migrant and refugee] 
communities specifically.”23 People from refugee backgrounds have a diverse range of unique 
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cultural needs, traditions and expectations which may conflict with or be entirely different from 
Australian social traditions, an issue which many mainstream sport programs fail to adequately 
address. Those from cultures without a strong sporting tradition, for instance, may view engaging 
in “artificial” physical activity as “unusual and unnecessary,”24 and religious events which involve 
fasting (such as Ramadan) can make participating in sport more difficult for certain groups.  
 
 

 “Australian culture is much more structured than the society where many refugees have come 
from.  It’s much more regimented here which doesn’t allow space for ‘drop-in’ sports activities.” 
 

 Consultation respondent  
 

 
Barriers related to cultural appropriateness are often particularly heightened for women, whose 
opportunities to participate in sport can be limited by both the nature sporting environments 
themselves and cultural restrictions from within their own communities.25  For instance, the need to 
wear uniforms or other sports attire may be a barrier to participation for women whose religious or 
cultural traditions mandate certain dress codes.26  These gender-specific constraints may explain 
why women from NESB have a particularly low participation rate in sport.  
 
Practical and financial constraints 
 
Refugees usually arrive in Australia with very few or no possessions or financial assets.27  As such, 
the costs of participating in sport are often prohibitive for refugees.  This is a particularly 
noteworthy barrier considering that the costs of club and representative sport are often beyond the 
means of non-refugee families.28  
 
Furthermore, other aspects of settlement – such as learning English, securing suitable 
accommodation, finding employment, applying for Australian citizenship and seeking torture and 
trauma counselling – are often more pressing for refugees than participation in recreational 
activities.  Therefore, particularly when financial constraints are also an issue, “involvement in sport 
and recreation is not seen as a high priority.”29  Where children are concerned, this can translate 
into a lack of parental support for children’s involvement in sport programs, creating an additional 
barrier to participation.  
 
Language can also be a major barrier to participating in sport.  A 2002 survey found that people 
who could speak English very well had a far higher sport participation rate (63%) than those who 
could not speak English (17.4%).30  Considering that the majority of Australia’s refugees come from 
non-English speaking countries such as Burma, Iraq and Afghanistan, and that most arrive with 
little or no English, language barriers are likely to have a significant impact on refugees’ ability to 
participate in sport. 
 
Refugees also often lack access to sporting facilities, due to difficulties in both accessing transport 
and meeting transport costs. This is a particularly significant barrier for refugee young people. 
Many young people from refugee backgrounds “tend to rely on public transport because of the lack 
of parental support in recreational activities.”31 Sporting facilities which are not located close to 
public transport are thus likely to be inaccessible to many refugee young people. This barrier is 
further magnified for refugees settling in regional areas, where public transport infrastructure may 
be limited.32 
 
Racism 
 
It is important to note that, while sport can promote inclusiveness and contribute to the breaking 
down of cultural barriers, it can also act as a site for exclusion, discrimination and racism.  CMY’s 
1998 study found that “racial discrimination within sport is prevalent,” and can include “verbal and 
physical abuse, ostracism and exclusion”.33  Incidents such as “a young Muslim woman being 
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abused for wearing her headscarf during a junior soccer match, or an Iraqi refugee being harassed 
at a basketball game,” are examples of racism in Australian sport in recent years.34  
 
Despite the widely-held perception that sport is a “level playing field”, discrimination and racism 
continue to exist in sport and act as strong deterrents from participation by people from migrant 
and refugee backgrounds. 
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3. Approaches to involving refugees in sport  
 
3.1 Australian Football League –  National AFL Multicultural Program 
 
The primary objective of the AFL Multicultural Program is to assist migrant and refugee 
communities to access Australian Football at various levels – as players, fans, administrators 
and/or umpires. Launched in 2005, the program aims to introduce young people from migrant and 
refugee communities to AFL and to encourage mainstream ALF clubs to embrace cultural diversity 
and inclusive practices. Multicultural Development Officers, based in AFL clubs and AFL State 
affiliates throughout Australia, assist clubs in delivering programs aimed at encouraging people 
from migrant and refugee backgrounds to participate in AFL.  
 
Factors in the program’s success:  

·  Partnerships with ethnic community organisations. 
These have assisted the AFL in connecting with 
migrant and refugee communities, thereby ensuring a 
higher rate of participation than would otherwise have 
been the case.  

·  Strong relationships with migrant and refugee 
communities, developed through attendance at 
multicultural festivals and participation in multicultural 
events.  

·  A commitment to encouraging cultural awareness, for 
example through carrying out research to identify the 
needs of the migrant and refugee communities, 
producing multilingual resources for children and their 
families, and providing cultural awareness training for 
staff and volunteers from local clubs.  

 
A key challenge: sustaining relationships in the lo ng term  
In NSW, the AFL has found it difficult to sustain a relationship 
with migrant and refugee communities over a period of time. 
Many of the activities which have formed part of the Multicultural Program in NSW have been one-
off or introductory and it has been challenging to achieve steady participation by migrant and 
refugee communities outside of these events in this non-traditional AFL market. There is a need to 
establish a more regular, consistent program to maintain participation in the long term.  
 
3.2 Edmund Rice Centre Mirrabooka (WA) – Multicultu ral Sports and 
Recreation Program 
 
The Edmund Rice Centre’s Multicultural Sports and Recreation Program aims to introduce and 
promote structured sport and recreation to youth from a diverse range of cultural backgrounds, with 
a focus on refugees (specifically the Afghan, Burmese, Sudanese and other African communities) 
and indigenous young people. The Centre designates a “sport of the month” and runs weekly 
“come and try” sessions, attempting to integrate any interested participants into registered sport 
and recreation clubs. Those participants who do move on to mainstream sport clubs are sponsored 
by the Community in Clubs Program run by the City of Stirling's CaLD Youth Sport, Recreation and 
Leisure Project and funded by the WA Department of Sport and Recreation and the Office of 
Multicultural Interests, which subsidises all playing costs for the first year (up to $300) and half of 
the costs for the second year (up to $150) of their involvement. 
 
Factors in the program’s success:  

·  Partnerships and linkages with other agencies, which have provided a crucial means of 
recruiting participants.  
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·  The introductory nature of the program, which allows participants to learn about and 
become comfortable with a sport before they move on to formal participation.  

·  A focus on creating a welcoming, supportive atmosphere for refugee participants 
·  The support of volunteers, who facilitate sport sessions and act as coaches. 

 
A key challenge: lack of parental support 
Due to the demands of settlement, many refugee parents are unable to provide support for their 
children’s involvement in the sport program. As such, the Centre has attempted to take over some 
of the responsibilities usually fulfilled by parents, for example, providing transport to and from sport 
sessions. They have recognised the importance of involving parents in the program and plan to 
concentrate more closely on this area in the future. 
 
3.3 Cricket Victoria – All-Embracing Program 
 

Launched in 2001, the All-Embracing 
Program aims to make cricket 
accessible to all groups within the 
community through the implementation 
of inclusive policies and practices. The 
program targets five groups which are 
currently under-represented in cricket: 
people with disabilities, indigenous 
people, people from culturally and 
linguistically diverse (CALD) 
backgrounds, older adults and socio-
economically disadvantaged groups. 
The CALD component of the program 
involves cricket clinics at English as a 
Second Language (ESL) schools or 
schools with high numbers of newly-

arrived migrants. Another aspect of the CALD program is informal “street cricket” matches, 
conducted in areas where migrant and refugee communities make up a high proportion of the 
population. Additionally, Cricket Victoria has been involved in festivals and one-off events, and has 
produced a range of resources on promoting inclusive practices for cricket clubs. 
 
Factors in the program’s success: 

·  The support of sporting role models with whom participants from migrant and refugee 
backgrounds can identify. This support has assisted in establishing connections with 
migrant and refugee communities.  

·  Partnerships with local councils and community organisations, who have provided valuable 
insights into working with migrant and refugee communities, assisted in linking Cricket 
Victoria with potential participants, and helped to promote the transition of refugees and 
CALD program participants into the mainstream clubs.  

·  The support of volunteers, who have assisted in running the cricket clinics.  
 
A key challenge: communicating in different languag es  
The All-Embracing Program operates on a small-scale, at a local level, and is largely run by 
volunteers. Therefore, it is not usually possible to hire translators or communicate in all of different 
languages spoken by CALD program participants. Cricket Victoria has found it necessary to 
develop strategies for communicating with non-English speakers without the help of translators, a 
factor which presents an ongoing challenge.  
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3.4 Hobart Police and Community Youth Club (Tasmani a) – Sport 
Programs  
 
The Hobart Police and Community Youth Club Inc (PCYC) manages a number of programs which 
aim to involve young people, including migrant and refugee young people, in sport and recreation. 
These have included after-school sports programs, a Mobile Activity Centre (MAC) which carries 
sports equipment to the various venues around Hobart, sports clinics, teen vacation programs, 
paid work experience to refugee youth and special welcoming and community days for refugee and 
migrant communities. 
  
Factors in the programs’ success:   

·  The provision of transport to and from activities, as well as the conveyance of the MAC 
program to local communities, which have made the PCYC’s activities far more accessible 
to refugee participants.  

·  The diversity of programs offered, which allows the PCYC’s activities to appeal to 
participants from a variety of age groups, cultural backgrounds and ability levels, as well as 
catering for varied interests.  

·  A focus on establishing a welcoming atmosphere for migrant and refugee participants, 
which has assisted the PCYC in gaining the trust of Hobart’s refugee community, in turn 
contributing to the high level of participation by refugees in the PCYC’s programs.  

·  Free membership to PCYC and affordable access to activities, which mitigates the potential 
barrier posed by financial constraints.  

·  Positive interaction with PCYC police staff, youth workers, volunteers and coaches. 
  
A key challenge: cultural differences  
Refugee young people who settle in Australia often have to face an enormous cultural transition, 
as Australian culture may be completely different from their own. For example, the idea of 
“scheduled” sport and participating at a particular time is unfamiliar in many African cultures. This 
has created difficulties for the PCYC; however, by organising flexible sport activities and offering a 
range of programs, they have been able to compensate for cultural differences.   
 
3.5 Surf Life Saving Australia – On the Same Wave P rogram 
 
Launched in 2006, On the Same Wave 
aims to increase the accessibility of surf 
life saving to migrant and refugee groups. 
Originally developed in response to the 
2005 Cronulla riots, the program has 
evolved from a localised project into a 
nationwide organisational strategy aiming 
to create a more inclusive beach 
environment for people from migrant and 
refugee backgrounds. Rather than 
focusing on the recruitment of members, 
the program’s primary focus is on 
developing a culture of inclusiveness 
within surf life saving and increasing the 
opportunities for people from migrant and 
refugee backgrounds to become involved 
in beach activities.  
 
Factors in the program’s success:  

·  Flexible program delivery, which has enabled Surf Life Saving Australia (SLSA) to shape 
the program to the needs and interests of the communities involved.  
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·  A focus on forming relationships with parents of participants. These relationships have 
been central to increasing parents’ support for their children’s involvement in the program.  

·  Strong relationships with partner agencies, which have assisted SLSA in recruiting 
participants.   

·  The adoption of an organisational approach to the issue of cultural diversity, which has 
allowed SLSA to develop a broader culture of inclusivity throughout all levels of the 
organisation.  

 
A key challenge: long-term sustainability  
On the Same Wave is currently delivered by paid staff. If funding for these staff members is 
discontinued, the program may become difficult to maintain. Considering that increasing 
membership (and thus revenue) is not a core objective of On the Same Wave, this is a particularly 
significant challenge. SLSA stresses the importance of giving adequate consideration to the 
availability of resources, as this factor may place limits on the scope of such projects.  
 
3.6 Grange Lawn Tennis Club (SA) – Advantage Refuge es! Tennis 
Bridging Program 
 
Grange Lawn Tennis Club, in metropolitan Adelaide, runs the Advantage Refugees! program on 
Sundays for five weeks in each school term. The program began in 2008 and involves children 
between three and 16 years of age, the majority of whom are from refugee backgrounds.  
 
Factors in the program’s success:   

·  The fact that the program is specifically designed for refugees, and is thus uniquely tailored 
to their needs.  

·  The “bridging” nature of the program, which allows participants to become comfortable with 
the sport at an introductory level before moving on to formal participation in mainstream 
competition.  

·  A focus on forming relationships with parents, which has in turn enhanced parental support 
for children’s involvement in the program.  

 
A key challenge: membership fees  

Although there is no cost to participate in 
the Advantage Refugees! program, if 
children wish to subsequently join 
mainstream club activities they are 
eventually expected to cover at least part 
of their fees. These fees may be 
prohibitively expensive for refugee families 
(at $380 per year for family, or $90 for a 
child).  The club has attempted to address 
this barrier by subsidising fees to some 
extent, so as to ensure that the costs of 
participation remain within reach of refugee 
families (as low as $2 instead of the 
standard $10 for a lesson). Some children 
volunteer as coaches in the Advantage 
Refugees! program in lieu of payment for 
their “mainstream” lessons. 

 
3.7 South-Eastern Region Migrant Resource Centre (V ictoria) – Girls 
Indoor Soccer Program  
 
The Girls’ Indoor Soccer program, run by the South-Eastern Region Migrant Resource Centre 
(SERMRC), provides young women from refugee backgrounds with an opportunity to participate in 
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sport in a culturally-appropriate environment. It aims to encourage young women who came to 
Australia as refugees or humanitarian entrants from countries such as Afghanistan and Sudan to 
participate in sport and to educate families about the mental and physical health benefits of sport. 
The program involves participants aged between 12 and 25 years old, and has been in operation 
since 2008.  
 
Factors in the program’s success: 

·  Culturally appropriate program delivery, for example providing a women-only environment 
for participation, which has supported the participation of girls from diverse backgrounds.  

·  Partnerships with other agencies who have provided support for the program in various 
ways, for example through referring potential participations to the SEMRC. 

 
A key challenge: lack of parental support for girls ’ involvement in sport 
The numerous demands of settlement often limit the ability of refugee parents to support their 
children’s involvement in sport, and the SEMRC has found that refugee parents may be particularly 
reluctant to support the participation of female children. To combat this barrier, the SEMRC has 
worked to engage with parents and keep them well-informed about their children’s involvement in 
the program.  
 
3.8 Metropolitan Migrant Resource Centre (WA) – Bea tball  
 
Beatball is a monthly youth event for indigenous, migrant and refugee young people, run by a 
diverse organising committee which includes the Metropolitan Migrant Resource Centre (MRC). 
The program, which began in 2008, involves a 3-on-3 street corner basketball championship, at 
which hip hop music is played. Each event attracts around 100 young people.  
 
Factors in the program’s success: 

·  Partnerships with other agencies, which have enabled the sharing of resources and 
expertise and resulted in more effective program delivery.  

·  Strong and consistent engagement with migrant and refugee youth, which has allowed the 
MRC to revise the program in response to participants’ feedback, thereby ensuring that 
Beatball is relevant to its target communities.  

 
A key challenge: balancing the interests of partner  agencies 
 
Beatball’s organising committee includes a 
diverse range of agencies, each with their 
own interests and objectives. Some 
agencies, for example, are primarily 
concerned with youth leadership, while 
others emphasise health outcomes. In 
attempting to accommodate all of these 
differing objectives, the program has at 
times risked losing a cohesive structure. 
To address this issue, the committee has 
established basketball as the program’s 
core component. Since the agencies 
involved in the Beatball program all have 
an interest in increasing the participation of 
migrant and refugee youth in sport, the 
basketball component has provided a 
common objective for the diverse committee. 
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3.9 Multicultural Communities Council of South Aust ralia – Sharing 
Through Active Recreation  
 
Sharing Through Active Recreation aims to create opportunities for newly-arrived youth to 
participate in semi-structured sport programs, ideally in partnership with local sporting clubs or 
associations. It also endeavours to assist local clubs and sporting associations in developing 
culturally-appropriate programs and policies for newly-arrived youth. The role of the Multicultural 
Communities Council of South Australia (MCCSA) involves brokerage, sponsorship and in-kind 
support, rather than direct service delivery. Their aim is to support local clubs in establishing and 
maintaining their own programs for migrant and refugee young people.  
 
Factors in the programs’ success:  

·  A focus on forming relationships with migrant and refugee community representatives, 
which has helped to ensure regular participation in MCCSA’s programs.  

·  Partnerships with the sport sector, which have allowed the programs to become more 
sustainable in long term.  

·  A flexible approach to program delivery, which has assisted in tailoring programs to the 
unique needs of migrant and refugee groups and maintaining the interest of newly-arrived 
participants who may be entirely new to organised sport.  

 
A key challenge: access to sporting grounds and fac ilities  
The accessibility of facilities, both in terms of the need to secure space for program delivery and 
the need to ensure that participants will be able to easily travel to the grounds, has posed a major 
challenge for MCCSA. There are few centrally-located facilities in Adelaide, which presents access 
issues for newly-arrived youth. MCCSA has found that establishing partnerships with local councils 
can be an effective means of gaining access to facilities, but limited availability remains a problem.  
 
3.10 Spectrum Migrant Resource Centre (Victoria) – Refugee Youth 
Basketball Program 
 

This program aims to engage young 
people, aged between 12 and 20, in 
organised sport and leadership 
initiatives, through mentoring, training 
and team-building. Spectrum Migrant 
Resource Centre (MRC) supports 
participants by providing uniforms, 
coaching, equipment and some 
transportation to and from games. 
Originally designed to target refugee 
youth, the program has also involved 
participants from migrant and other 
non-refugee backgrounds. The 
diversity of participants’ background 

fluctuates from year to year; however, participants still primarily belong to refugee and migrant 
communities, particularly the Sudanese and Somali communities.  Other young people come from 
Anglo-Celtic, Tongan, Vietnamese, Samoan and Filipino backgrounds. 
 
Factors in the program’s success: 

·  The support of volunteers, who assist as coaches and team managers and in providing 
transport to and from games.   

·  A focus on ensuring that the program is open and accessible to girls, for example through 
providing special transport arrangements, which has resulted in a strong female presence 
in the program.  
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·  The fact that participation in the program is free and uniforms are supplied to participants 
by Spectrum MRC.  

·  Relationships with basketball associations, which have assisted participants in gaining 
access to representative basketball.  

 
A key challenge: irregular participation  
Participant numbers in the basketball program vary from week to week, and the Spectrum MRC 
has found it difficult to guarantee that participants will attend games.  While the MRC has 
implemented strategies to improve the accessibility of the program to refugee participants (e.g. 
special transport arrangements), they have learnt that it is unrealistic to expect consistent 
participation. The program’s coordinator has stressed that irregular participation does not stem 
from a lack of interest, but occurs because refugee youth face many challenges when settling in a 
new country and may have limited time available for recreational activities.  
 
 
3.11 NSW Service for the Treatment and Rehabilitati on of Torture and 
Trauma Survivors (STARTTS) – Sport Programs 
 
STARTTS manages two soccer programs for refugee young people aged between 14 and 18, who 
have been in Australia for less than five years:  

·  Soccer camps, which consist of training and skill development clinics. Up to 60 participants 
are involved in the camps. Some camps have been run in partnership with other agencies, 
such as Auburn Diversity Services and Liverpool Migrant Resource Centre.  

·  Soccer tournaments, involving as many as 130 participants. One of the core aims of these 
tournaments is to raise awareness of opportunities to participate in local clubs. Since 
participants in metropolitan areas are often already linked with local clubs, tournaments are 
primarily run in regional areas where these linkages are absent.  

STARTTS also provides general assistance in linking participants with local sporting clubs. 
 
Factors in the programs’ success:   

·  Strong knowledge of and sensitivity to the needs of refugee participants, which have 
assisted in the development of appropriately-tailored sport programs.  

·  A flexible approach to program delivery, which allows refugee participants who do not have 
sufficient free time to attend the weekly training schedules required by sports clubs, to still 
have some access to sport.  

·  Partnerships with other agencies, which have enabled sharing of resources, knowledge and 
expertise.  

 
A key challenge: availability of transport  
Due to the challenges of settling in a new 
country, refugee parents may lack the time 
or means to provide transport for their 
children to after-school sporting activities. If 
public transport is unavailable, refugee 
young people may have no way of 
accessing sport. This has been a 
particularly significant barrier in regional 
areas, where transport opportunities are 
likely to be even more limited due to a lack 
of infrastructure. STARTTS Newcastle has 
attempted to overcome this barrier by 
organising for volunteers to transport young 
people to sporting venues, or arranging for 
young people to walk to the venue as a 
group. 
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3.12 University of NSW School of Public Health and Community 
Medicine – Football United 
 
Football United (originally called the Refugee Youth Soccer Development Program), through 
partnerships with corporations, government and community organisations, provides humanitarian 
refugees with a foundation to overcome barriers that currently hinder their participation in 
Australia’s social fabric, and will promote harmonious development in the communities in which 
they live. Focusing currently on communities in the Blacktown, Liverpool, Fairfield and Daceyville 
areas, Football United delivers the following Strategic Initiatives: 

1. Weekly football programs, holiday camps and Futsal competitions, which include coaching 
and playing activities for participants, delivered by trained volunteer coaches. 

2. Leadership and Personal Development, which involves providing refugee youth and adults 
with formal training as volunteer coaches and referees; and linking with partners such as 
the Active After School Program and Youthsafe to offer courses which enhance leadership, 
personal development and mentoring capabilities and improve career opportunities. 

3. Community Partnerships, which involves creating extensive partnerships with stakeholders, 
including local, state and national football organisations, government agencies, local 
councils, businesses, community groups and other not-for-profit organisations to achieve 
long term and sustainable outcomes for the participants.  

4. Advocacy, which involves promoting the 
program with the support of partners 
extensively in the media, publications 
and at Football United events and 
activities.  

5. Research, including implementation of 
the first global longitudinal research 
project into the impact of football and 
sport on social inclusion and community 
participation of refugee populations in 
urban areas.  

 
Additionally Football United  provides advice 
and assistance to existing soccer programs to 
facilitate the recruitment and participation of 
refugees. 
 
Factors in the program's success: 

·  A strong focus on breaking down barriers to participation. 
·  A flexible, multi-program approach (as opposed to a "one size fits all" approach), which 

facilitates working with individuals and communities with varying needs. 
·  Partnerships with a wide range of agencies, which have allowed for the sharing of 

resources and expertise and provided vital support for the program's activities. 
·  The support of volunteers, which has been essential given the program's small operating 

budget. 
 
A key challenge: continued availability of funding 
Football United's capacity-building approach requires significant human resources to maintain, 
which necessitates a long-term approach to funding. However, sustained funding is challenging  to 
secure. Balancing the delivery of services and engagement in fund raising is a continuous 
challenge. 
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4. Tips for Successful Programs  
 
A key finding of our research is that there is no ‘one size fits all’ approach to developing sport 
programs which target refugees. However, our research uncovered a number of recurring themes 
which may be used to guide the design and delivery of sport programs for refugees.  The following 
tips have been compiled from the experiences and advice of the organisations consulted 
throughout the project.  
 
4.1 Base your program on sound research 
·  Ensure that you understand the needs of your target group.  

Learn about the group’s cultural expectations, their prior 
involvement in sport and the factors which may limit their 
involvement (e.g. other priorities, language barriers, cost, 
transport). 

·  Wherever possible, involve members of your target group in 
the development and/or modification of your program. 

·  Explore which organisations have had prior experience of 
working with this group and which organisations may be 
good potential partners. 

·  Run a pilot program to test your research.  Be prepared to 
adjust the format of your program to meet the needs of the 
group. 

 
4.2 Consider all potential barriers when 
planning your program 
·  The cost of participation  in sport can be the most significant 

barrier of all for new participants of refugee background.  
Some successful programs have offered new participants a 
full subsidy initially, reducing the subsidy progressively over a period of time.  Consideration 
also needs to be given to reducing the costs of equipment, shoes and clothing.  Options tested 
by programs profiled in this report include loaning equipment and shoes, providing second-
hand uniforms and even involving members of the target group in helping to raise funds (e.g. 
washing cars) to cover the costs of their involvement and equipment. 

·  Another major barrier is transport .  Program organisers should consider using venues close to 
public transport, taking activities to the neighbourhoods where members of the target groups 
live, providing bus transport to venues where possible (particularly for younger children and for 
girls) or even, where feasible, arranging for young people to walk together to the venue as a 
group. 

·  Creating culturally appropriate environments for female part icipants  is of vital importance, 
with needs varying according to the cultural groups involved.  Options to consider will include 
organising separate programs for girls with female coaches or instructors. 

·  Specific strategies need to be developed for communicating with non-English speakers .  
Translators should be used whenever possible but alternative strategies should also be 
developed so that communication can continue at times when translators are not present. 

·  When planning a community event, seek advice on religious observances  which need to be 
considered.  It may be important, for instance, to provide halal food and prayer rooms for 
Islamic participants, to be aware of religious fasts (especially Ramadan) and to avoid 
organising events which clash with major religious festivals. 

·  A flexible approach to time  is important, particularly in the early stages of involving refugees 
in a program.  The pressures on recently arrived families, practical problems in getting to 
venues and different cultural attitudes to time can contribute to participants turning up late or 
not at all.  Flexibility, persistence and keeping in contact with participants who turn up 
irregularly are important to long-term success. 
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4.3 Promote, invite and welcome 
·  It is crucial to establish strong partnerships with the leadership of the refugee community you 

are attempting to involve. Take the time to build rapport with community leaders  and ensure 
that you clearly explain your goals and listen to the leaders’ feedback. 

·  Role models  are important in building 
a profile with a new community.  
Consider whether there are any 
players within your sport who may be 
suitable role models for people from 
the particular target group. 

·  Explore options for promoting your 
program through ethnic media , 
including newspapers and SBS and 
community radio programs in 
appropriate languages.  Consider 
options for developing promotional 
material about your program and 
general information about your sport 
in the languages of the groups you 
are targeting. 

·  Establish a welcoming, social environment  for new recruits, understanding the importance of 
social aspects of participation in sport.  When special events are planned, invite refugee 
community members to bring along national food to share with other families. 

·  Develop a variety of strategies to reach out to and involve parents , promoting the benefits of 
your sport, of physical activity and of social interaction to them.  These strategies could include 
inviting parents to watch their children play, asking them to help out with organising activities 
and providing opportunities for them to get involved in trying the sport themselves.  Explore 
every option for making parents feel welcome.  If parents (particularly mothers) experience and 
understand the value of sport, they will encourage their children to become and remain 
involved. 

·  Invite existing players to bring along friends  from refugee communities, particularly school 
friends. 

·  Consider promotional options through social networking  (e.g. Facebook), email and the 
internet. 

 
4.4 Build partnerships with organisations which sup port your goals 
·  Non-government organisations  working with refugees can play a very important role in 

supporting your initiative.  These organisations include refugee and migrant settlement 
services, torture and trauma services, asylum seeker support agencies and language schools.  
They can assist you to build links with refugee communities, to understand cultural 
expectations and practical barriers to be addressed and can possibly offer training and support 
to your organisation (depending on their resources). 

·  Schools  provide excellent partnership opportunities.  Seek out schools with significant 
numbers of students of refugee background, including Intensive English Centres, state schools 
and religious schools (particularly Islamic and Catholic schools). 

·  Local councils  are important local partners.  Not only do they have access to sporting 
facilities, they often have valuable links with local refugee communities and non-government 
organisations, can sometimes provide different forms of logistical support and may have a 
small community grants program which could assist with some costs. 

·  State government agencies , including those involved in community services, child protection, 
community health and police, have an active interest in encouraging vulnerable communities to 
participate in community activities.  These agencies may be able to assist through referrals of 
people to your program and may offer different forms of active support for your initiative. 
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·  Consider developing partnerships with organisations which may be able to assist you to recruit 
volunteers and mentors  to support the running of your program.  These organisations could 
include community centres, service clubs, refugee and migrant settlement services, church and 
religious organisations, universities and senior high schools. 

·  Additionally, give serious consideration to developing a partnership with other sporting 
organisations  with a mutual interest in involving refugees.  Successful initiatives have 
included programs in which officials from a number of sports have worked together to promote 
involvement in sport collectively, offering new arrivals the opportunity to sample different 
sporting codes. 

 
4.5 Explore options for special promotional events 
Successful programs have used a wide range of special events to make the initial invitation to a 
new group to become involved in a sport or to maintain interest during the early stages.  These 
have included: 
·  Providing free tickets  to refugee families for high-profile 

sporting events. 
·  Organising gala days, community barbecues, special 

welcoming days for refugee communities  and open days 
where newcomers meet other participants and officials. 

·  Conducting sporting clinics at major cultural events  where 
members of the target community will be present. 

·  Working with other sporting organisations to organise “come 
and try” events , where people can sample a range of 
different sports over a period of time. 

·  Organising inter-school competitions , after-school 
programs  and events in school holidays . 

·  Taking modified versions of the sport to community venues  
(e.g. street cricket in local parks) or developing modified 
rules and competitions  for new players. 

·  Creating casual options for involvement  for people who 
cannot make a regular commitment to a team and to training. 

·  Involving new groups in programs associated with high-
profile events , such as playing in exhibition games prior to 
major matches or during half-time breaks. 

 
 
4.6 Plan for long-term success 
·  Try to establish ongoing, sustainable sport programs  rather than rather than one-off events 

or short-term projects, so as to maintain a long-term relationship with refugee communities.  
·  Keep your expectations for success very modest .  Be prepared for the refugees you invite to 

be involved on a fairly irregular basis.  However, keep in touch with them and keep inviting 
them back.  Explore the most effective ways of maintaining communication .  Organisers of 
one program, for instance, sent SMS reminders the day prior to an event. 

·  Provide incentives for continued involvement , such as moving into a higher level of 
competition once a particular goal is reached.  As the strategy develops, consider options for 
training young people of refugee background as mentors, coaches and officials. 

·  Any strategy to include refugees cannot succeed without the support of the staff, officials 
and players  involved in your sport.  It is essential, therefore, to build their understanding of the 
background of the people you are trying to involve in your sport, of the barriers faced by 
refugees settling in Australia and of the long-term benefits to your sport and to Australian 
society of reaching out to new arrivals.  Refugee and migrant settlement services may be able 
to assist by offering cross-cultural training  to people in your organisation. 

·  When a strategy to involve refugees is being promoted by a state or regional sporting 
association, it is important to ensure that officials of local clubs understand and support the 
strategy and have the resources  they need to make it work. 
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·  Financial sustainability  is one of the biggest challenges for sporting programs attempting to 
involve refugees.  If your sport has the resources to do so, explore options for funding 
internally.  If not, explore external funding options but be aware that these will probably be 
modest and short-term. 

·  The involvement of well-trained and supported volunteers  can be critical to a program’s 
longer term success.  As the volunteers involved in most sports are already over-stretched, 
consider options for recruiting volunteers specifically to assist with your strategy to involve 
refugees.  This can often best be done in partnership with another organisation.  Volunteers 
can be used as mentors, to organise transport, to plan special events and to assist existing 
hard-working volunteers with the logistics of meeting the needs of refugee groups. At the same 
time, however, it is important to ensure that volunteers are aware of and understand the 
unique needs of refugee participants , and that they are provided with adequate support  to 
deliver sport programs effectively 

·  Consider adopting an 
organisational approach  
to the issue of refugees’ 
involvement in sport. A 
strategy which embraces 
value change throughout all 
levels of your organisation 
will create greater potential 
for comprehensive, 
enduring change.  

·  Adopt appropriate 
methods of evaluating 
success  which look beyond 
traditional quantitative 
impacts, to the more 
qualitative benefits of 
increased refugee 
involvement in your sport.  
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5. Further Information  
 
 
An unabridged copy of this research report is available for download from the Refugee Council’s 
website, www.refugeecouncil.org.au/resources/index.html Hard copies are also available by 
request.  
 
The full report contains: 

·  Extended background information on the role of sport in refugee settlement and the barriers 
to participation refugees may face.  

·  A review of the policy context relating to the issue of refugees’ involvement in sport. 
·  Extended information on approaches to involving refugees in sport, including key messages 

and advice for agencies wishing to establish similar programs. 
·  Information on grants and funding opportunities for sport programs which target refugees.  
·  Detailed recommendations for sporting bodies and sport service providers.  
·  A directory of useful links and resources.  

 
RCOA recommends that any agency seeking to establish a sport program for refugees consult the 
unabridged version of this research report.  
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