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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This submission was developed by the Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA) after a national
consultation process involving more than 430 people from 38 cities and towns located across eight
Australian states and territories. Participants included refugee and humanitarian entrants from at
least 17 countries of origin and representatives of more than 180 organisations. In the consultation
process, RCOA sought views on: the composition of the Refugee and Humanitarian Program;
options for increasing community support for refugee and humanitarian settlement; settlement
program planning; emerging settlement issues; post-arrival orientation for refugee and
humanitarian entrants; and communication with the Australian public about the Refugee and
Humanitarian Program.
Planning the Refugee and Humanitarian Program
The displacement of people due to war, persecution and conflict represents one of the most
significant challenges facing the world today. At the end of 2008, there were more than 42 million
people forcibly displaced, including 15.2 million refugees, 827,000 asylum seekers and 26 million
internally displaced persons. In addition, there were 6.6 million stateless people and 167,000
others classified by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) as being in
need of protection and assistance. Just under half of the world’s refugees (49.8%) originate from
the Middle East and South West Asia region;1 26.4% are from Africa and 9.9% from Asia. Of the
5.7 million refugees in protracted situations, 56.0% are in the Middle East and South West Asia
region, 26.6% in Africa and 12.1% in Asia. However, of the 7.6 million people classified by UNHCR
as asylum seekers, stateless or others in need of protection2, 68.3% are in Asia, most of them in
just three countries in South-East Asia.
UNHCR estimates that 747,000 refugees are in need of resettlement in coming years. The
estimate of resettlement needs for 2010 alone is about 203,000 persons. As UNHCR improves its
capacity to identify refugees in need of resettlement and to refer them to resettlement states, the
gap between resettlement referrals and departures grows (55,355 in 2008). The total number of
refugee and humanitarian arrivals to resettlement destinations in 2008 was 88,800.3
In 2008-09, Australia issued 11,010 visas under its offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program.
While this was an important contribution in the light of current global resettlement programs, it was
modest in comparison to the global need for durable solutions for refugees and made up only a
small proportion of Australia’s large and growing immigration program. Refugee and humanitarian
arrivals were just 7.4% of all settler arrivals in 2008-09, well below the 20% average achieved in
the early 1980s when the annual resettlement intake reached 21,900. When compared to all
permanent arrivals through migration (including temporary residents given permanency), the
Refugee and Humanitarian Program is 6.6% of the overall migration program, close to its lowest
level in 35 years.
Regarding the planning of the Refugee and Humanitarian Program, the key themes to emerge
from RCOA’s community consultations were:
• The importance of family reunion, including those who become part of the family unit during the
upheavals caused by war and flight from persecution;
• The need for the resettlement program to focus on those most in need;
• The need for an increased resettlement program, given global need, Australia’s relative wealth
and the long-term social and economic benefits to Australia;

1

Using the regional definitions applied by Australia’s Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC)
This figure excludes internally displaced persons and returned refugees who retain citizenship of the country in which they are living.
3 Resettlement arrivals as recorded in United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) (2009). 2008 Global Trends: Refugees, Asylumseekers, Returnees, Internally Displaced and Stateless Persons, http://www.unhcr.org.au/pdfs/2008globaltrendsjune09pdf.pdf. Elsewhere, UNHCR
records 65,759 resettlement departures in 2008 under its programs with resettlement states. This suggests that the remaining 23,000 resettlement
places were under humanitarian resettlement programs coordinated by resettlement states (such as Australia’s Special Humanitarian Program).
2
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•

•
•

Concern about the impacts of Australia’s policy of maintaining a numerical link between
humanitarian resettlement and the recognition of refugees under the Onshore Protection
program;
The continuing lack of transparency in the processing of Special Humanitarian Program (SHP)
applications and concerns about the processing of refugees for resettlement; and
Concern about the shift away from community involvement in resettlement and the very limited
role in the settlement process for former refugees.

Among consultation participants, there was considerable support for the exploration of approaches
which could broaden community involvement in refugee and humanitarian resettlement and enable
Australia to increase its resettlement quota without a substantial increase in government
expenditure. Options which could be explored include variations on the Canadian model of private
sponsorship of refugees, creating an enhanced role for ethnic community organisations and other
volunteer-based groups. Such a strategy would require careful planning, with voluntary groups
required to meet appropriate minimum standards, delineation of the respective roles of volunteers
and specialist support services and allocation of appropriate resources for volunteer training and
coordination.
With regards to regional composition, over the past five years, Australia’s Refugee and
Humanitarian Program has focused on resettlement of people from three regions: Africa, Asia and
the Middle East (including South West Asia). Given the scale of need in each of these regions and
the capacity of resettlement states in Europe and the Americas to respond to situations within their
own regions, it is appropriate that Australia’s resettlement program maintain its current regional
focuses. The case for resettlement from each of the three regions (Africa, Asia and the Middle
East) is so compelling that RCOA believes that each should be allocated at least 25% of
Australia’s Refugee Program places over the next four years. The remaining 25% of Refugee
Program places should be allocated after an assessment of the most pressing global priorities,
taking into account the resettlement responses of other states.
Responding to protracted refugee situations and other situations of high need determined by
UNHCR should remain the main focuses of the Refugee Program. However, given the fact that so
many refugees and forcibly displaced people are left without effective protection in the
neighbouring regions of South East Asia and South Asia, it is appropriate that Australia also
dedicate a discrete number of places for the purpose of seeking to enhance regional opportunities
for protection through the strategic use of resettlement.
Building upon the above, and noting Australia’s average annual allocation of 11,910 offshore
refugee and humanitarian visas over the past six years, RCOA recommends:
• A core offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program of 12,000 places in 2010-11, including
6,500 places for the Refugee Program and 5,500 places to be shared between a new
Humanitarian Family Reunion visa category (focused on immediate family as defined by
UNHCR) and a more transparent SHP (with a more refined focus on vulnerability).
• An allocation of 1000 additional places per annum for a multi-year resettlement strategy aimed
at increasing opportunities for effective protection in the Asia region (particularly in South East
Asia and South Asia).
• Application of regional targets within the offshore Refugee Program component of the overall
program, rather than the whole.
• Allocation of up to 3,000 refugee resettlement places per year up to four years in advance in
order to secure and plan for long-term commitments to easing seriously protracted situations.
• Determination of offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program visa numbers independently of
onshore Protection and humanitarian visa grants.
• Development of models of community and private sponsorship of refugee and humanitarian
resettlement, enabling expansion of the Refugee and Humanitarian Program without
substantial additional cost to government.
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•

A planned stepped increase of the offshore resettlement program to 20,000 places over the
coming five years, in tandem with the expansion and consolidation of community support
models.

Visa processing and Onshore Protection issues
As in previous years, participants raised a number of serious concerns regarding the processing of
offshore visa categories. Prominent amongst them was the enduring widespread frustration and
distress in response to repeated unexplained refusals of SHP applications. Recording errors on
forms that jeopardised subsequent family reunion applications, and deficiencies in pre-departure
health screening arrangements also featured highly as concerns.
With respect to onshore protection matters, participants expressed grave disquiet regarding the
overcrowding and reported deterioration in conditions on Christmas Island. They also
unequivocally opposed the Government's renewed commitment to maintaining territorial excision –
a policy widely deemed in breach of our international obligations and described by one participant
as "fundamentally undermining the spirit and integrity of our overall Refugee and Humanitarian
policy".
These perspectives sat in marked contrast to the views predominantly expressed regarding
developments in onshore policy more generally. A number of new measures were warmly
welcomed, including: the abolition of detention debts; the commitment to the introduction of
Complementary Protection; amendments to regulations governing work rights for asylum seekers;
and the Government's clear commitment to the achievement of fair and timely status resolution for
asylum seekers – as demonstrated through the establishment of the Council for Immigration
Services and Status Resolution (CISSR) and the introduction of the Community Status Resolution
Service and Assisted Voluntary Return Service as four-year national initiatives.
Settlement planning and support
While much of the feedback received on settlement planning and support (documented in Section
5 of this submission) related to emerging issues, many of the concerns identified in previous
submissions were highlighted as recurrent and in need of ongoing prioritisation by government and
service providers. The majority of issues raised reflect the key settlement challenges experienced
by any person making the difficult transition to life in a new country. The themes covered were:
settlement planning and service systems, settlement education, employment and income support,
housing, health, education and English language training, family and youth issues, legal and
financial issues, community relations, interpreting services and regional settlement.
Employment and housing difficulties remained the two areas that elicited the greatest amount of
feedback from those consulted, with health, education and family relationship issues also
generating considerable discussion. Some issues that emerged or became more prominent this
year included:
• The limited level of meaningful involvement and empowerment of former refugees and their
organisations within the settlement services system;
• The need for a longer-term, more systemic approach to post-arrival orientation (or “settlement
education”) that is targeted to the needs of different groups coming under the Refugee and
Humanitarian Program;
• Continuing frustration about the ineffectiveness of generalist employment services in
supporting refugee entrants to make the transition to work;
• Ongoing housing stress and the need for some of the recent Federal investments in social
housing to be channelled towards addressing the specific needs of refugee entrants;
• The difficulties in accessing mental health services for refugee entrants after the Integrated
Humanitarian Settlement Strategy (IHSS) phase;
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•

•

•
•
•

•
•

•

The need for greater flexibility for refugee entrants who arrive with high levels of English
language and literacy to access funded vocational training or bridging courses instead of Adult
Migrant English Program (AMEP) hours;
Concerns that variations in targeted support for students from refugee backgrounds across
states are likely to continue or be exacerbated under the new National Education Agreement,
in the absence of a national refugee education policy;
The need for strengthened education and training pathways for young people of postcompulsory school age, particularly young mothers;
Family breakdown and the need for more culturally-appropriate early intervention approaches
to supporting families in transition;
Young people becoming disengaged from families, education, training and employment due to
intergenerational conflict, homelessness, experiences of racism, unplanned pregnancy and the
absence of adult male role models;
Legal and service access issues relating to proof of identity and inaccurate documentation;
Experiences of discrimination in professional and personal interactions, and a desire for the
broader Australian community to understand the plight of refugees and to gain knowledge
about the countries and cultures that refugees were forced to flee; and
A lack of sustainable career pathways within interpreting and translating services
compromising the strength of these services and opportunities for professional development.

Alongside these issues and concerns, many positive policy developments and local initiatives were
also highlighted in consultations. In particular, communities and service providers acknowledged
positive changes foreshadowed in the new Strategic Settlement Framework announced by the
Parliamentary Secretary for Multicultural Affairs and Settlement Services in September 2009, the
new AMEP model to be contracted out in 2010, investments in social housing currently being rolled
out by the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs
(FaHCSIA), and the Australian Government’s renewed commitment to young people in the reappointment of a Federal Minister for Youth and the Compact with Young Australians.
Other state-based or local initiatives that were seen as positive and offering potential for replication
or expansion were: the NSW Government’s introduction of changes to learner driver laws; the
Victorian Government’s funding and roll-out of the Learning Beyond the Bell initiative to strengthen
out of school hours learning support programs for students of migrant and refugee backgrounds;
Centrelink’s Place Based Service initiative for Young Refugees piloted in NSW and Victoria; and
the expansion of Translating and Interpreting Service (TIS) access to real estate agents in 13 pilot
locations.
Promoting the Refugee and Humanitarian Program to the Australian community
Participants in RCOA’s consultations expressed concern about the nature of the public debate in
Australia about refugees, as well as the widespread lack of awareness about the Refugee and
Humanitarian Program or the positive contributions of refugee entrants. Much of the blame for the
negativity of the public discussion about refugees was placed at the feet of politicians seeking, for
political purposes, to increase division about the treatment of asylum seekers. This political division
dominates media coverage of refugee issues, making it very difficult for many Australians to
become sufficiently conversant with the issues to form a balanced understanding. As a result, few
people understand the important role Australia has played in resettling or recognising more than
740,000 refugees in the past century – nor do they understand how Australia has benefited from
the talents, diversity and contributions of former refugees.
Opinion polls cast little light on Australian opinions on refugee matters. Responses to pollsters’
questions are very much shaped by the questions themselves and the context in which they are
presented. Responses to questions vary greatly from very negative to quite positive, depending on
whether the question has been constructed in a balanced or politically loaded way and whether
sufficient background information has been provided. Polls which also show voting intention
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illustrate a strong link between people’s attitudes and the current policy or perspective of their
preferred political party, suggesting that political attitudes to refugee issues play a very important
role in shaping public opinion. Surveys on attitudes to immigration more broadly show that the
majority of Australians have generally positive attitudes to immigration but demonstrate a lower
level of tolerance of cultural diversity than people in North America and some European countries.
Consultation participants made a wide variety of positive suggestions about how an improved
public understanding of the refugee program could be developed. These suggestions include key
messages to be promoted, calling for stronger political leadership, ideas for improved engagement
with the media, concrete suggestions for government and non-government agencies and an active
role in the process for former refugees.
Recommendations
A consolidated list of recommendations can be found in Section 7 on page 106.
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2. INTRODUCTION
The Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA) welcomes the opportunity to present this submission to
the Australian Government, providing community views on many of the issues which deserve
consideration in planning the 2010-11 Refugee and Humanitarian Program. This submission draws
together the wisdom, concerns and ideas of many people and organisations from across Australia
– people who have settled here having survived the refugee journey and representatives of many
of the organisations involved in supporting refugee and humanitarian entrants.
The consultation process for this submission, conducted during November and December 2009,
was extensive, involving more than 430 people meeting in 38 different locations across 33 cities
and towns in Australia’s eight states and territories. Twenty-five of the consultations were
conducted face-to-face, with four teleconferences held to seek views from people in 24 locations in
regional Australia. This year’s consultations included, for the first time, specific youth consultations,
hosted by the Migrant Resource Centres in Mirrabooka (WA) and Hobart (Tasmania). Fifteen
individual or group telephone consultations were conducted with people not able to attend
designated consultations. A discussion paper was also circulated through RCOA’s networks and
website inviting written submissions, of which 14 were received. In all, more than 180 organisations
participated in the process (see list in Section 8 of this report). This list includes only official
organisations and does not represent the fact that refugee and humanitarian entrants from many
countries of origin participated, including people originally from Afghanistan, Bhutan, Burma,
Burundi, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Iraq, Kosovo, Liberia, Nigeria, Peru,
Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Sri Lanka, Sudan and Tibet.
This consultation process has been supplemented by extensive research by the staff and
volunteers of RCOA, drawing on a wide range of national and international sources to inform our
exploration of international refugee issues, the role of humanitarian settlement in Australia, the
structure of the humanitarian program, the provision of settlement services and support, the ways
in which the wider Australian community engages with the humanitarian program and the many
settlement challenges negotiated by refugee and humanitarian entrants making the transition to life
in Australia.
This year’s consultations and the associated research were guided by six key discussion themes:
• The composition of the offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program;
• Communicating with the wider Australian community about the Refugee and Humanitarian
Program;
• Community, business and local government support of the Refugee and Humanitarian
Program;
• The new Strategic Settlement Framework being proposed by the Australian Government;
• Emerging settlement issues and key priorities; and
• Strengthening post-arrival orientation (referred to as “settlement education” in this submission).
A discussion paper providing background context and questions about each of these themes was
compiled and distributed via RCOA’s website and networks (see Appendix 4) and a condensed
version was used at consultation meetings.
The consultations were conducted and the submission compiled principally by five RCOA staff –
Paul Power, Tamara Domicelj, Louise Olliff, Rebecca Eckard and Lucy Morgan. However, this
submission is the result of the collective efforts of many people. Thirty-eight organisations (noted in
Section 8) hosted face-to-face consultations or teleconference hubs, inviting community members
and settlement service organisations from their areas to participate. The help of key staff in these
organisations was invaluable and their generosity and hospitality were much appreciated. The
principal researchers were supported by a team of colleagues (staff and volunteers) in RCOA’s
Sydney and Melbourne offices who helped to organise the consultations and conducted research,
including Tim Clarke, Margherita Drago, Natalie Gooch, Liana Papoutsis, Arnjali Sabapathy,
Jemise Anning, Danielle Murphy-Durland and Eileen Wahab. Valuable advice and input was given
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by members of the RCOA board, including John Gibson, Kevin Liston, Dr Liz Biok, Sonia Caton
and Paris Aristotle, and by Dr Graham Thom (Amnesty International Australia), Nadine Liddy
(Centre for Multicultural Youth), Jo Szwarc (Victorian Foundation for the Survivors of Torture),
Professor James Hathaway (Melbourne University Law School), Dr Savitri Taylor (La Trobe
University), Caz Coleman (Hotham Mission Asylum Seekers Project) and Dianne Hiles (A Just
Australia).
The consultation process and preparation for this submission was funded by the Department of
Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC). RCOA appreciates DIAC’s support and its openness to
receiving honest feedback from the community about the Refugee and Humanitarian Program and
government policies and practices which impact on refugee entrants. This openness contributes
significantly to building public confidence in the Australian Refugee and Humanitarian Program.
We particularly appreciated the practical assistance given by Penelope Lee and her colleagues in
DIAC’s Humanitarian Branch throughout the process of developing the submission.
While this submission includes criticism of different aspects of the Refugee and Humanitarian
Program and settlement service provision, RCOA believes that Australia is a world leader in its
approach to refugee resettlement. This submission offers community feedback on how a very good
resettlement program can be improved further and also on how Australia’s approach to refugee
protection can be improved to rival the high standards set by the resettlement program.

A note on terminology
Throughout this submission, we refer to people who have resettled in Australia on refugee and
humanitarian visas as refugee and humanitarian entrants, refugee entrants or former refugees.
This acknowledges the fact that, once a refugee has gained permanent residency in Australia, his
or her status changes. It also acknowledges the concern regularly expressed by many former
refugees that being forced to flee your homeland is an experience not an identity – a concern
which is often posed in the question: “When do I stop being labelled a refugee?” Yet the refugee
experience does have a significant impact on a person’s settlement in Australia, particularly in the
early years. Therefore, it is appropriate to use the term “refugee” in different ways in recognition of
the impact this experience has on people’s lives long after they have reached the relative safety of
Australian shores. In this submission, other terminology used includes:
• Refugees – people who have been recognised as refugees but do not have permanent
residency outside their country of origin.
• Asylum seekers – people anywhere (including within Australia) who are waiting on a decision
on their refugee status.
Given that this submission relates to the Australian Refugee and Humanitarian Program, we have
generally used the same definitions of regions of the world as those used by DIAC in the planning
of the program. As noted on page 23, DIAC’s regional definitions differ from those used by
UNHCR. The DIAC definitions are:
• Africa – the entire African continent, including Egypt and all of North Africa;
• Americas – all of North, Central and South America;
• Asia – the sub-regions of South Asia, South East Asia, East Asia and the Pacific (also referred
to as “Asia-Pacific”).
• Europe – including Turkey and the former Soviet Union (including the Central Asian republics).
• Middle East and South West Asia – from Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Palestine and Jordan in the
east to Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan in the west.
In some references, this fifth region is referred to as “the Middle East (including South West Asia)”
or occasionally just as “the Middle East”.
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3. PLANNING THE REFUGEE AND HUMANITARIAN PROGRAM
3.1 INTRODUCTION
At the end of 2008, there were some 42 million forcibly displaced people worldwide, including 15.2
million refugees, 827,000 asylum seekers and 26 million internally displaced persons.4 The scale
of the displacement and movement of people across borders due to war, persecution and conflict
represents one of the most significant challenges facing the world today. The global refugee
situation remains characterised by worsening protracted refugee situations, the introduction of
more restrictive national asylum policies and ongoing human rights violations which continue to
exacerbate displacement across the globe.
Australia has a long history of successfully resettling refugees and humanitarian entrants and is
recognised as a world leader in refugee resettlement. Since Federation, Australia has offered a
permanent home to more than 740,000 refugees and humanitarian entrants who have enriched the
nation enormously.5 Our current offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program represents one of
the few planned resettlement programs in the world and contributes to the international framework
– overseen by UNHCR – of finding durable solutions for those for whom repatriation or integration
in countries of first asylum are not possible.
Yet the 11,010 offshore Refugee and Humanitarian visas issued by Australia in 2008-09 represent
a small contribution, given the scale of the global need. As UNHCR increases its capacity to refer
refugees for resettlement, the number of referred refugees missing out on resettlement places is
also increasing. In 2008, UNHCR presented 121,214 refugees for resettlement consideration but
only 65,759 departed under UNHCR’s program to the 24 countries of resettlement. In 2010,
UNHCR expects to identify 203,000 refugees in need of resettlement. The enormous disparity
between global refugee resettlement needs and solutions raises questions about Australia’s
international commitment and capacity to do more, given the nation’s wealth, its large immigration
program and its self-image as a fair and compassionate society. Even taking into consideration the
recent global financial crisis and current budgetary constraints, there is a strong case for Australia
to do more to contribute to the international framework of protection, whether this is through a
staged expansion of the offshore resettlement program or through strengthening the regional and
international engagement that contributes to durable solutions for those requiring protection.
In thinking about how Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program could be strengthened,
enhanced or reshaped in the future, the Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA) investigated the
potential of community models of refugee resettlement that have been used overseas and also
consulted widely with communities and service providers around Australia. Questions guiding this
research and consultation process included:
• What form should the offshore Humanitarian Program take? How can the tensions between
family reunion and the Special Humanitarian Program be resolved? How should Australia’s
regional engagement and international obligations feature in determining the composition of the
offshore Program?
• What role should the community, business and local governments have in resettling refugees
under the offshore Humanitarian Program? What role might private sponsorship play?

3.2. KEY THEMES FROM CONSULTATIONS
With regards to the composition and future directions of the offshore Refugee and Humanitarian
Program, a number of key themes emerged from RCOA’s community consultations:
4

Ibid.
In our 2009 submission, we estimated that the number of refugee and humanitarian migrants received by Australia between 1901 and June 2008
was more than 730,000. In 2008-09, 13,507 refugee and humanitarian visas were issued. See Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA) (2009).
Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program 2009-10: Community views on current challenges and future directions,
http://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/docs/resources/submissions/2009-10_intakesub.pdf, p. 15.
5
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•

The importance of family reunion
As in previous years, consultation participants reiterated that family reunion should be a central
priority of Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program and expressed concerns about
shortcomings in current approaches. Prolonged separation of families displaced by war and
conflict continues to be an inhibitor to good settlement outcomes, with many people pointing to
the considerable financial, psychological and social costs of families being separated.
Consultations again raised the need for the introduction of a humanitarian family reunion visa
category – or a re-shaping of the SHP – to prioritise the reunification of separated families and
to ensure the definition of “family” always includes relationships where dependency can be
demonstrated.

•

Resettling people most in need
A second prominent theme was that decisions regarding the composition of the Refugee
Program should be made primarily on need or vulnerability. Concerns were raised that
Australia should steer clear of introducing any element of “integration potential” into decisionmaking criteria. Particular concerns were raised regarding discrimination against people with a
disability within the Refugee Program and SHP. UNHCR was identified as best placed to refer
people most in need of resettlement, including those in protracted refugee situations, women at
risk and unaccompanied or orphaned children.

•

Increasing the size of the offshore program
Many people consulted felt that the current humanitarian intake of 13,750 should be increased
and pointed to many different grounds on which increased numbers could be justified. These
included: on the basis of Australia’s relative wealth; because many refugees would or should
qualify as skilled migrants; and because increasing the number of humanitarian visas for family
reunion would have a flow-on economic benefit as humanitarian entrants would not have to
send considerable remittances overseas to support family members.

•

Importance of delinking refugee recognition from the resettlement program
Refugee entrants and service providers expressed continued concern that the offshore and
onshore humanitarian programs are numerically linked. This issue was raised in almost every
consultation, with people pointing to the very distinct roles of the two programs: (i) Australia’s
commitment under the Refugee Convention to recognise people in need of protection from
persecution; and (ii) Australia’s voluntary commitment to refugee resettlement, to increase
durable solutions for the many refugees who can neither remain where they are nor return
home. Those consulted reported the linking of these processes under the one capped program
was also creating division, pitting communities against each other. Others pointed to the
efficiencies which could be achieved by a better planned offshore program, with a managed
quota not dependent on fluctuating numbers of onshore visa grants.

•

Regional dimensions and resettlement
There were mixed views on how Australia’s offshore program should be regionally comprised
and its role in Australia’s regional and international engagement. Many people felt that the
current even regional split between Africa, Asia and the Middle East (including South West
Asia) was fair and should continue, while others expressed a view that consideration of
regional composition should be secondary to considerations based on vulnerability, need and
family reunification. There was also some support for an increased focus on the Asia-Pacific
region, including a more considered response to Australia’s engagement with Indonesia.

•

Lack of clarity in processing of SHP applications
As in previous years, our consultations highlighted the ongoing frustration of community
members and service providers who felt the criteria by which SHP visas are determined were
very unclear. This lack of clarity has given rise to a range of views relating to the underlying or
unstated goals of the program, including suspicions that there is discrimination against or
towards particular communities or regions, inconsistency in decision-making, failure to target
those in greatest need and inequitable access to migration advice.

•

Ongoing issues with offshore processing
Regardless of how the offshore program is comprised in future, community members
highlighted the enormous and ongoing problems with offshore processing and the negative
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impact this is having on people coming through the offshore program. Problems raised
included: excessively long processing times; incorrect details being recorded on applications
(which in turn inhibits future family reunion); lack of access to UNHCR offices and corruption at
overseas processing points; deficiencies in pre-departure health check processes; and families
separating as a migration strategy (e.g. sending one family member in the hope that others will
be reunified).
•

Ensuring people coming under the humanitarian program ‘settle well’
Those consulted talked about the need for settlement services to meet the needs of refugee
and humanitarian entrants regardless of which visa subclass they arrive under. In particular,
the need for parity of service eligibility for SHP and Refugee visa holders was raised, even
though many people felt that not all SHP entrants would ultimately require the same level of
support as many Refugee Program entrants. As in previous years, concerns were flagged
about the financial burden of the SHP falling on people who themselves are only newly settled
and the strain that this places on relationships between proposers and new entrants. In
addition, many people felt that there was a lack of support for proposers and new entrants
under the SHP and that better safety nets needed to be in place to ensure all people coming
through the humanitarian program are able to access the services they require to make the
difficult transition to life in Australia.

•

Refugees being seen as a burden and not people with skills
Despite concerns being aired about maintaining the integrity and capacity of settlement
services, a strong theme also emerged of refugee entrants being seen only as victims or clients
rather than as people with skills and abilities who are able to contribute positively to the
Australian community. This deficit model was particularly frustrating to people who had come
through the humanitarian program and who felt that all too often they were seen only as a
burden by both service providers and the broader community, and that their skills and
experience were untapped. Many felt refugee entrants had the potential to offer an enormous
amount to Australia’s resettlement program if given the opportunity.

•

The shift away from community involvement in resettlement
This recurring theme links to a concern voiced about the general shift away from community
involvement in resettlement over the past decade. Some people consulted felt that there is a lot
of service empowerment but not a lot of community empowerment and that Australia could
greatly benefit from tapping into community involvement in the refugee resettlement process.

•

A preparedness to look at models of support that increase community involvement in
refugee resettlement
Consultations suggested a general openness to exploring different models that could increase
community involvement in refugee resettlement, particularly if this opens up opportunities for a
larger refugee and humanitarian intake. Those consulted saw the potential for greater
collaboration and partnerships between communities, local government, businesses, private
sponsors and services. However, concerns were also raised that the government not shift
responsibility for refugee resettlement, and that vigilant accountability measures and welldeveloped structures to guard against the exploitation of volunteers be put in place in any new
model.

3.3. THE CURRENT REFUGEE AND HUMANITARIAN PROGRAM
3.3.1 The development of Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program
Australia has been settling refugees for at least 170 years, the first easily identifiable group being
the Lutherans who began settling in South Australia from 1839 to escape restrictions on the right to
worship within the state of Prussia. A century later, in the 1930s, more than 7,000 Jewish refugees
were settled from Germany and states in Europe under Nazi control. In 1937, the Australian Jewish
Welfare Society pioneered the first refugee settlement support service with financial assistance
from the Australian Government. After World War II, Australia’s involvement in the resettlement of
refugees expanded considerably when the Australian Government entered into an agreement with
Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program 2010-11: RCOA submission
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the new International Refugee Organisation to settle displaced people from camps in Europe. In
the seven years from 1948, Australia welcomed more than 170,000 refugees from Poland,
Yugoslavia, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, Ukraine, Czechoslovakia and Hungary.
Australia’s modern approach to refugee settlement began in May 1977 with the announcement of a
new national refugee policy, including procedures for responding to designated refugee situations,
a series of strategies to involve voluntary agencies in resettlement programs and plans to allow the
settlement of people in humanitarian need who did not fall within the UNHCR mandate or Refugee
Convention definitions. In the early 1980s, the refugee program expanded to an annual intake of
up to 22,000, the largest annual intake in 30 years and a level not seen since. Vietnamese
refugees settled from camps in Asia made up the bulk of new arrivals, with significant numbers of
refugees also from Laos, Cambodia and Eastern Europe.
Figure 1: Ten peak years for humanitarian arrivals since 1947
Financial Year
1949-50
1950-51
1948-49
1981-82
1980-81
1979-80
1982-83
1969-70
1984-85
1983-84

Annual Settler Intake
184,889
153,290
114,818
118,031
110,689
80,748
93,010
185,099
77,510
68,820

6

Humanitarian Arrivals
89,199
36,912
33,816
21,917
21,847
19,954
17,054
16,495
14,850
14,769

% of total
48.2%
24.1%
29.5%
18.6%
19.7%
24.7%
18.3%
8.9%
19.2%
21.5%

Since World War II, the 10 peak years for refugee and humanitarian arrivals (see Figure 1) have
been the three years from June 1948 (the peak years of post-war refugee resettlement), 1969-70
(as part of the international response to the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia) and the six peak
years of Indochinese refugee resettlement (1979-80 to 1984-85). In the late 1970s and early
1980s, refugee and humanitarian arrivals made up just over 20% of the annual settler intake,
peaking in 1979-80 at 24.7%.
Figure 2: Australian settler intake and humanitarian arrivals, 1999-2000 to 2008-09
Financial Year
1999-2000
2000-01
2001-02
2002-03
2003-04
2004-05
2005-06
2006-07
2007-08
2008-09
TOTAL

Annual Settler Intake
92,272
107,366
88,900
93,914
111,590
123,424
131,593
140,148
149,365
158,021
1,196,593

Humanitarian Arrivals
7,267
7,640
6,732
9,569
10,335
13,235
12,113
12,247
9,507
11,645
100,290

7

% of total
7.9%
7.1%
7.6%
10.2%
9.3%
10.7%
9.2%
8.7%
6.4%
7.4%
8.4%

However, in the past decade, despite an expanding settler intake, the number of refugee and
humanitarian arrivals has been much lower on a comparative basis. Since 1999-2000,
6

Figures drawn from serial publication Australian Immigration: Consolidated Statistics and, for years prior to 1965 and from 1982 to 1985, from
York, B. (2003). Australia and Refugees, 1901-2002: An Annotated Chronology Based on Official Sources. Australian Parliamentary Library Social
Policy Group, http://www.aph.gov.au/library/pubs/online/Refugees_contents.htm
7 Figures based on serial publication Australian Immigration: Consolidated Statistics. The 2008-09 figure is from Department of Immigration and
Citizenship (DIAC) (2009). Settler Arrivals 2008-2009. Commonwealth of Australia, http://www.immi.gov.au/media/publications/statistics/settlerarrivals/settler_arrivals0809.pdf, p.13.
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humanitarian arrivals have made up just 8.4% of the total settler intake. In the past two years, the
proportion of humanitarian arrivals has been just 6.4% and 7.4% respectively, as Figure 2
demonstrates. The 2007-08 proportion of 6.4% was, in fact, the lowest since 1974-75.
In recent years, a growing number of migrants gaining permanent residency have been temporary
visa holders already living in Australia – people who would not be included among the numbers of
“settler arrivals”. In the six years to June 2009, 305,443 temporary residents received permanent
residency, the majority of them as skilled migrants. To understand the overall immigration program
and the humanitarian program’s role in it, it is important, therefore, to look at the numbers of
permanent additions though migration. The Immigration Department has released detailed figures
on permanent additions only since 2003-04. The number of onshore visas issued across all
migration categories (family, skill, special eligibility and humanitarian) grew from 38,402 in 2003-04
to 66,598 in 2008-09. Figure 3 illustrates that, as the number of permanent additions has grown,
the proportion of Refugee and Humanitarian Program places (both offshore and onshore) has
fallen as a percentage of total migration, from 10.5% in 2004-05 to 6.6% in 2008-09. In the five
years to June 2009, fewer than one in 12 permanent additions through migration were refugees or
humanitarian entrants, well below the one in five figure in the five years to June 1985. As
Australia’s immigration program has grown and diversified, the role of the Refugee and
Humanitarian Program has, in comparative terms, diminished considerably.
Figure 3: Permanent additions to the resident population by eligibility category, 2003-2008

8

Financial
year

Family

Skill

Special
Eligibility

NonProgram
9
Migration

Humanitarian

Total

Humanitarian
as a % of total

2003-04
2004-05
2005-06
2006-07
2007-08
2008-09
TOTAL

42,187
43,747
45,943
48,769
50,680
56,477
287,803

74,850
81,893
91,501
98,918
107,469
118.415
573,046

937
439
301
163
143
233
2,216

19,972
23,712
25,098
29,899
35,919
34,640
169,240

12,046
17,528
16,964
14,158
11,729
14,854
87,279

149,992
167,319
179,807
191,907
205,940
224,619
1,119,584

8.0%
10.5%
9.4%
7.4%
5.7%
6.6%
7.8%

3.3.2 Current composition of the Refugee and Humanitarian Program
The Refugee and Humanitarian Program is currently comprised of two components: offshore
resettlement for people in humanitarian need overseas and onshore protection for those people
already in Australia who arrived on temporary visas or in an unauthorised manner, and who claim
Australia’s protection.
The offshore component of the Humanitarian Program is made up of two main visa categories:
• The Refugee Program is for people subject to persecution in their home country and in need of
resettlement. UNHCR refers most applicants under this category for resettlement. The Refugee
category includes the Refugee (visa subclass 200), In-country Special Humanitarian (201),
Emergency Rescue (203) and Woman at Risk (204) subclasses.
• The Special Humanitarian Program (SHP, subclass 202) targets people who are outside their
home country and are subject to substantial persecution and/or discrimination in their home
country amounting to a gross violation of their human rights. Applications for the SHP visa
(subclass 202) must be supported by a proposer who is an Australian citizen, permanent
resident or a community organisation based in Australia. SHP entrants must meet health and

8

Figures from DIAC (2009). Population Flows: Immigration Aspects 2007-08. Commonwealth of Australia,
http://www.immi.gov.au/media/publications/statistics/popflows2007-08/PopFlows_09_whole.pdf; and Department of Immigration and Multicultural
Affairs (DIMA) (2006). Immigration Update 2005-06. Commonwealth of Australia,
http://www.immi.gov.au/media/publications/pdf/Update_June06.pdf
9 People who migrated without visas (predominantly New Zealanders)
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character tests. Proposers assist with the provision of settlement support, including covering
the costs of airfares to Australia for successful applicants.
In 2009-10, Australia will dedicate 13,750 places under the Program, divided between the onshore
and offshore streams. Figure 4 provides an overview of changes in the composition of the program
over the past 10 years.
Figure 4: Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program visa grants by stream, 1999 - 2009

10

Year

Refugee

Special
Humanitarian
Program

Special
Assistance
11
Category

Total
Offshore

Onshore

Grand
Total

1999-00
2000-01
2001-02
2002-03

3,800
4,000
4,160
4,376

3,050
3,120
4,260
7,280

650
880
40
0

7,500
8,000
8,460
11,656

2,460
5,740
3,900
869

9,960
13,740
12,360
12,525

2003-04
2004-05
2005-06
2006-07
2007-08
2008-09

4,134
5,511
6,022
6,003
5,962
6,499

8,927
6,755
6,836
5,275
5,026
4,511

0
0
0
0
0
0

13,061
12,266
12,858
11,278
10,988
11,010

790
912
1,286
1,739
2,026
2,497

13,851
13,178
14,144
13,017
13,014
13,507

Regional composition
In terms of the regional composition of the offshore program, Figure 5 shows the substantial shifts
that have taken place in regional intakes over the past decade. In 2008-09, one third of offshore
visas were granted to applicants from Asia, Middle East (including South West Asia) and Africa.
Figure 5: Offshore Refugee and Humanitarian visas granted by region, 1999 - 2009
1999-00

Europe 45.64%

2000-01

Europe 43.32%

2001-02

Africa 33.12%

2002-03

Africa 48.32%

2003-04

Africa 70.78%

2004-05

Africa 70.16%

2005-06

Africa 55.65%

2006-07

Africa 50.91%

2007-08
2008-09

Middle East & SW
Asia 35.25%
Middle East & SW
Asia 33.46%

Middle East & SW
Asia 29.83%
Middle East & SW
Asia 26.96%
Middle East & SW
Asia 32.43%
Middle East & SW
Asia 39.94%
Middle East & SW
Asia 24.29%
Middle East & SW
Asia 26.24%
Middle East & SW
Asia 33.98%
Middle East & SW
Asia 27.95%
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Africa 22.69%

Asia 1.56%

Americas 0.28%

Africa 25.43%

Asia 3.95%

Americas 0.34%

Europe 32.03%

Asia 2.23%

Americas 0.19%

Europe 9.93%

Asia 1.78%

Americas 0.03%

Europe 3.00%

Asia 1.87%

Americas 0.06%

Asia 3.43%

Europe 0.16%

Americas 0.01%

Asia 9.88%

Europe 0.43%

Americas 0.06%

Asia 20.70%

Europe 0.44%

Americas 0.00%

Asia 33.67%

Africa 30.48%

Europe 0.55%

Americas 0.05%

Africa 33.24%

Asia 33.09%

Europe 0.12%

Americas and
others 0.09%

10

DIAC (2009). Fact Sheet 60: Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program. Commonwealth of Australia. Retrieved 11/1/10,
http://www.immi.gov.au/media/fact-sheets/60refugee.htm Figures prior to 2003-04 from Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous
Affairs (DIMIA) (2004). Population Flows: Immigration Aspects 2002-03. Commonwealth of Australia,
http://www.immi.gov.au/media/publications/statistics/popflows2002-3/
11 Between 1991 and 2001, a Special Assistance Category (SAC) visa was available for people who did not meet the Refugee or SHP criteria but
were in situations of discrimination, displacement or hardship. Typically, SAC visa applicants were proposed by relatives resident in Australia.
12 DIAC (2009). Refugee and Humanitarian Issues: Australia’s Response. Commonwealth of Australia,
http://www.immi.gov.au/media/publications/refugee/ref-hum-issues/ref-hum-issues-june09.htm, p. 43 (for figures to 2007-08). 2008-09 figures
supplied on request by DIAC’s Humanitarian Branch.
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Primary countries of origin for offshore refugee and humanitarian entrants were Iraq (2,874),
Burma (2,412), Afghanistan (847), Sudan (631), Bhutan (616), Ethiopia (478), Democratic Republic
of Congo (463), Somalia (456), Liberia (387) and Sierra Leone (363).
Figure 6. Top 15 countries of birth of offshore program entrants by arrival year and visa, 2004-2009
Country of birth

Sudan
Iraq
Burma
Afghanistan
Liberia
Thailand
Iran
Sierra Leone
Ethiopia
Kenya
Democratic
Republic of
Congo
Burundi
Tanzania
Egypt
Somalia
Others
TOTAL

13
14

Visa class

Refugee
SHP
Sub-total
Refugee
SHP
Sub-total
Refugee
SHP
Sub-total
Refugee
SHP
Sub-total
Refugee
SHP
Sub-total
Refugee
SHP
Sub-total
Refugee
SHP
Sub-total
Refugee
SHP
Sub-total
Refugee
SHP
Sub-total
Refugee
SHP
Sub-total
Refugee
SHP
Sub-total
Refugee
SHP
Sub-total
Refugee
SHP
Sub-total
Refugee
SHP
Sub-total
Refugee
SHP
Sub-total
Refugee
SHP
Sub-total
Refugee
SHP
TOTAL

2004
1,076 (20%)
4,437 (80%)
5,513
239 (20%)
946 (80%)
1,185
34 (58%)
25 (42%)
59
140 (19%)
598 (81%)
738
306 (91%)
32 (9%)
338
3 (10%)
26 (90%)
29
341 (68%)
159 (32%)
500
211 (49%)
223 (51%)
434
212 (48%)
226 (52%)
438
69 (20%)
275 (80%)
344
12 (92%)
1 (8%)
13
108 (100%)
0 (0%)
108
24 (100%)
0 (0%)
24
77 (19%)
322 (81%)
399
114 (77%)
35 (23%)
149
716 (62%)
434 (38%)
1,150
3,682
7,738
11,420

2005
786 (18%)
3,594 (82%)
4,380
743 (46%)
888 (54%)
1,631
222 (63%)
128 (37%)
350
267 (22%)
923 (78%)
1,190
799 (97%)
24 (3%)
823
30 (24%)
94 (76%)
124
281 (79%)
73 (21%)
354
421 (70%)
182 (30%)
603
122 (51%)
119 (49%)
241
78 (19%)
342 (81%)
420
114 (100%)
0 (0%)
114
428 (100%)
0 (0%)
428
339 (100%)
0 (0%)
339
84 (25%)
257 (75%)
341
107 (91%)
10 (9%)
117
753 (62%)
465 (38%)
1,218
5,574
7,099
12,673

2006
2007
685 (22%) 429 (31%)
2,431 (78%) 939 (69%)
3,116
1,368
667 (36%) 432 (31%)
1,196 (64%) 942 (69%)
1,863
1,374
739 (91%) 1,561 (88%)
71 (9%)
210 (12%)
810
1,771
306 (17%) 262 (23%)
1,473 (83%) 897 (77%)
1,779
1,159
495 (88%) 220 (58%)
70 (12%)
160 (42%)
565
380
212 (83%) 449 (80%)
42 (17%)
112 (20%)
254
561
265 (66%) 294 (72%)
138 (34%) 116 (28%)
403
410
220 (46%) 101 (30%)
261 (54%) 234 (70%)
481
335
115 (57%) 105 (49%)
88 (43%)
111 (51%)
203
216
105 (30%)
61 (26%)
250 (70%) 170 (74%)
355
231
312 (99%) 616 (98%)
2 (1%)
13 (2%)
314
629
370 (99%) 384 (95%)
2 (1%)
19 (5%)
372
403
283 (100%) 330 (97%)
0 (0%)
9 (3%)
283
339
33 (15%)
14 (21%)
186 (85%)
52 (79%)
219
66
75 (87%)
125 (97%)
11 (13%)
4 (3%)
86
129
685 (60%) 713 (55%)
449 (40%) 578 (45%)
1,134
1,291
5,567
6,096
6,666
4,534
12,233
10,630

2008
65 (10%)
564 (90%)
629
1,259 (47%)
1,410 (53%)
2,669
1,688 (91%)
169 (9%)
1,857
263 (38%)
431 (62%)
694
122 (44%)
158 (56%)
280
536 (89%)
68 (11%)
604
237 (66%)
124 (34%)
361
56 (21%)
214 (79%)
270
38 (25%)
117 (75%)
155
52 (34%)
100 (66%)
152
157 (89%)
20 (11%)
177
154 (97%)
5 (3%)
159
191 (98%)
3 (2%)
194
6 (19%)
25 (81%)
31
70 (75%)
23 (25%)
93
1,082 (62%)
672 (38%)
1,754
5,976
4,078
10,054

200914
109 (21%)
410 (79%)
519
1,284 (49%)
1,361 (51%)
2,645
1,763 (91%)
165 (9%)
1,928
180 (26%)
511 (74%)
691
88 (43%)
118 (57%)
206
735 (92%)
66 (8%)
801
215 (68%)
103 (32%)
318
18 (8%)
203 (92%)
221
201 (45%)
248 (55%)
449
105 (60%)
69 (40%)
174
309 (79%)
84 (21%)
393
147 (90%)
16 (10%)
163
54 (89%)
7 (11%)
61
58 (60%)
39 (40%)
97
256 (66%)
129 (34%)
385
1,153 (56%)
890 (44%)
2,043
6,675
4,319
10,994
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TOTAL

3,150 (20%)
12,375 (80%)
15,525
4,624 (41%)
6,743 (59%)
11,367
6,007 (89%)
768 (11%)
6,775
1,418 (23%)
4,833 (77%)
6,251
2,030 (78%)
562 (22%)
2,592
1,965 (83%)
408 (17%)
2,373
1,633 (70%)
713 (30%)
2,346
1,027 (44%)
1,317 (56%)
2,344
793 (47%)
909 (53%)
1,702
470 (28%)
1,206 (72%)
1,676
1,520 (93%)
120 (7%)
1,640
1,591 (97%)
42 (3%)
1,633
1,221 (98%)
19 (2%)
1,240
272 (24%)
881 (76%)
1,153
747 (78%)
212 (22%)
959
5,102 (59%)
3,507 (41%)
8,609
33,570
34,434
68,004

DIAC Settlement Database, accessed 14/12/09, http://www.immi.gov.au/settlement/
Data for whole of 2009 unavailable. Numbers represent period from 1 January - 16 November 2009.
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Figure 6 shows the breakdown by country of birth of offshore humanitarian program entrants by
visa category (Refugee Program and SHP) and, to a significant extent, highlights the correlation
between the two streams over time. In general terms, there is some time lapsed before
communities coming under the Refugee Program start to feature significantly in the SHP as they
start to sponsor family and other community members.
Settlement of offshore entrants across Australian states and territories
In terms of where refugee and humanitarian entrants are settling in Australia, Figure 7 shows the
geographical spread of humanitarian settlement by state or territory over the past six years.
Unsurprisingly, almost 60% of all offshore entrants settled in either Victoria or New South Wales.
Figure 7: Offshore humanitarian program entrants who arrived 2004-2009 by state of residence
NT
1.2%

ACT
1.0%

TAS
2.4%
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INVALID
0.3%

SA
11.4%

VIC
29.8%

QLD
11.9%

WA
12.6%

NSW
29.3%

Over the past six years, the rate of refugee and humanitarian settlement has been highest on a per
capita basis in South Australia (4.77 humanitarian entrants per 1000 population), above the
national average in Western Australia (3.84), Victoria (3.77), Northern Territory (3.69) and
Tasmania (3.30) and below the national average of 3.11 in New South Wales (2.81), ACT (1.92)
and Queensland (1.84).16 As Figure 8 illustrates, the majority of offshore humanitarian entrants
settled in the ACT, NSW and Victoria have been issued SHP visas, while SHP entrants have been
few in number in Tasmania, NT and Queensland. Year by year figures for each state or territory
can be found in Appendix 1
Figure 8: Offshore refugee and humanitarian entrants, by visa and state of settlement, 2004-2009
State/territory
Victoria
New South Wales
Western Australia
Queensland
South Australia
Tasmania
Northern Territory
Australian Capital Territory
Not known (invalid value)
Total

Refugee visas
8,524
7,563
5,215
5,281
4,621
1,331
611
228
196
33,570

SHP visas
11,717
12,371
3,381
2,814
3,121
329
218
447
36
34,434

Total
20,241
19,934
8,596
8,095
7,742
1,660
829
675
232
68,004
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SHP visas as %
57.9%
62.1%
39.3%
34.8%
40.3%
19.8%
26.3%
66.2%
15.5%
50.6%

15

DIAC Settlement Database, op. cit.
Figure 8 statistics compared with the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS)(2009) Australian Demographic Statistics June 2009. Commonwealth
of Australia, http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/3101.0/
17DIAC Settlement Database, op. cit.
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Split family grants
To be considered for grant of a subclass 202 visa (SHP) a primary applicant must have a proposer
in Australia and:
• Be outside their home country and satisfy a decision-maker that they are subject to substantial
discrimination; or
• Meet the “split family” requirements, that is they are a “member of the immediate family” of the
proposer in Australia who holds or held an SHP, Protection, or Resolution of Status visa and
who meets certain criteria.
Successful applicants must also meet “compelling reasons” criterion, defined as:
The Minister is satisfied that there are compelling reasons for giving special consideration to
granting to the applicant a permanent visa, having regard to:
(a) the degree of discrimination to which the applicant is subject in the applicant's home
country; and
(b) the extent of the applicant's connection with Australia; and
(c) whether or not there is any suitable country available, other than Australia, that can provide
for the applicant settlement and protection from discrimination; and
(d) the capacity of the Australian community to provide for the permanent settlement of
persons such as the applicant in Australia.
While the regulations require that “split family” applicants meet the “compelling reasons” criterion,
DIAC’s current policy stipulates that this criterion is satisfied without further enquiry in most cases.
This is because the existence of close family ties in Australia is considered to be a sufficiently
compelling reason.
Figure 9 shows the number and proportion of “split family” grants allocated through the offshore
program in the last financial year. These statistics are significant in that they illustrate that, despite
common perceptions, the SHP is not currently serving primarily as a means to reunite under the
“split family” provision. Nearly three-quarters of SHP visas issued in 2008-09 were for reasons
other than the reunion of immediate families.
Figure 9. Split family grants in the offshore humanitarian program, 2008-09

SPLIT FAMILY GRANTS
PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL GRANTS

18

SHP visas

Refugee visas

All offshore visas

1169

411

1580

25.91%

6.32%

14.35%

3.3.3 Tensions and the current composition
Some of the tensions inherent in the current composition of the offshore program apparent from
the above overview and from community consultations include the family reunion process and the
regional composition of the program.
Family reunion
As argued in previous submissions, enabling families to stay together should be one of the highest
priorities in determining the composition of Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program. The
SHP is one of the ways in which separated families are able to reunite without the prohibitive costs
associated with family stream visas and the two-year wait for accessing social security. However,
neither the Refugee nor SHP streams are meeting the demand or needs of refugees to reunite with
families due to:

18

Information supplied on request by DIAC Humanitarian Branch
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•

•
•

•

•

•

•

Demand exceeding places - In 2008-09, DIAC processed around 34,500 applications for the
4,511 SHP visas granted, a rejection rate of around 87%. This was consistent with the previous
six years, in which 89% of the 362,000 SHP applications processed were rejected.
Reduction in SHP visa places – The number of SHP visa grants has fallen from 8,927 in 200304 to 4,511 in 2008-09.19
Link between onshore visas and SHP – Any increase in onshore visas granted, as we have
been seeing in recent years, results in a further reduction in SHP visas. This further diminishes
the already limited visa places available for family reunion as well as creates tensions between
communities.
Family reunion versus UNHCR-referred refugee resettlement – While family reunion is
essential, the need to retain a strong commitment to resettling UNHCR-referred refugees
should not be undermined, particularly when considering the limited number of refugee
resettlement places world-wide (see Section 3.5).
Pressures on refugee entrants – Demand for SHP visas is unlikely to dissipate considering the
desperate situations from which refugee and humanitarian entrants are coming and their
understandable concern for those left behind. Community members in consultations described
the immense pressure and desire to sponsor family members which can be exacerbated when
new entrants are financially supporting family members overseas and are dealing with ‘survivor
guilt’20.
Restrictive definition of family – Consultation participants of many cultural backgrounds spoke
about the differences between the understanding of family in Australia (and as defined in
immigration criteria) and in their countries of origin. While existing “split family” provisions may
facilitate the reunion of close (nuclear) families and immediate dependents, they leave other
family members outside this definition (see also Section 3.5.4).
Financial requirements – The SHP requires proposers to provide financial support, including
covering the cost of airfares to Australia. This limits the SHP to people with some financial
capacity to propose family members. For example, a single mother-of-five living on Centrelink
payments and unable to work due to her caring responsibilities is unlikely to have the
resources to propose a family member, even though reuniting with a mother or sister may have
a significant benefit in terms of settlement outcomes for the family (e.g. enabling shared
responsibility in caring for children).

One of the tensions and frustrations of family reunion evident from consultations and described in
previous submissions is the lack of clarity about why some SHP visas are granted and not others.
One frustrated community member at a Melbourne consultation felt there was no accounting for
the number of SHP application rejections he had received, as he felt the family members being
proposed all clearly met the criteria of vulnerability, were registered with UNHCR and had links with
Australia. This and other comments suggest that greater clarity in how DIAC prioritises applications
and discerns vulnerability would assist potential proposers in submitting applications more likely to
succeed and also in communicating realistic expectations to family members overseas.
Another tension with regards to family reunion is the time lapsed between the arrival of new
refugee and humanitarian entrants and their capacity to propose or begin the process of seeking
family reunion. While some consultation participants felt that new entrants needed more time to
settle themselves before being eligible to propose someone under the SHP, others strongly felt
that the prolonged separation of families was devastating both in terms of the cost to new entrants
and to the longer-term prospects of good settlement outcomes for the family. In light of these
concerns, any change in the composition of the offshore program would need to factor in the
impact on particular communities and family reunion opportunities. For instance, a sudden
decrease in the size of the SHP without consideration of how family reunion can otherwise be
facilitated would have a significant negative impact on more recently arrived communities that have
19

DIAC 2009, Fact Sheet 60, op. cit.
“The phenomenon of ‘survivor guilt’, or shame and self-blame at being alive when others, perhaps deemed more ‘worthy’, did not make it to
safety, is an additional burden often borne by those whose family relationships have been severely disrupted and whose significant family members
have been killed or left behind.” – Coventry, L., Guerra, C., Mackenzie, D. & Pinkney, S. (2002). Wealth of All Nations: Identification of strategies to
assist refugee young people in transition to independence. Hobart: National Youth Affairs Research Scheme, p.18
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not yet started to propose to reunite with relatives under the SHP. Likewise, if there were an
increase in Refugee visa places but no corresponding capacity for these entrants to sponsor and
reunite with family members once settled, the negative impact of indefinite family separation would
be pronounced.
Regional composition
Refugee communities’ understandable concerns for the safety of family, relatives and other
community members living in precarious situations overseas, and the reality of the wide
geographical spread of protracted and volatile refugee situations across the world, make decisions
regarding regional composition another tension to be resolved. The current three-way split (33%
each) between Africa, Asia and the Middle East (including South West Asia) was seen throughout
consultations to be a fairly equitable basis for decision-making, albeit perhaps inflexible in meeting
shifting regional needs and priorities (see Section 3.5.1 for more extensive discussion).
One concern that was reiterated in this year’s consultation was that decisions regarding regional
composition should not be made on the basis of any perceived “integration potential”. These
comments pertained to the former Minister for Immigration Kevin Andrews’ 2007 inflammatory
statement that "some groups don't seem to be settling and adjusting into the Australian way of life"
and the subsequent reduction in the African regional intake.21 The ramifications of this statement
two years on were still evident in RCOA’s national consultations, as members from African
communities expressed their ongoing fear that decisions regarding the regional composition of the
Refugee and Humanitarian Program intake may be made on the basis of race.

3.4. THE INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT: WHY RESETTLE REFUGEES?
3.4.1 The international context
The broader international context in which Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program sits
represents an enormous global challenge. UNHCR’s 2008 Global Trends document22 reports the
following information:
• There were some 42 million forcibly displaced people worldwide at the end of 2008. This
includes 15.2 million refugees, 827,000 asylum-seekers (pending cases) and 26 million
internally displaced persons (IDPs).
• UNHCR presented 121,000 refugees for resettlement consideration by States. According to
Government statistics, 16 countries reported the admission of 88,800 resettled refugees during
2008 (with or without UNHCR assistance).
• Developing countries are host to four fifths of the world’s refugees. Based on the data available
for 8.8 million refugees, UNHCR estimates that half of the world’s refugees reside in urban
areas and one third in camps. However, seven out of ten refugees in sub-Saharan Africa reside
in camps.
• Pakistan is host to the largest number of refugees worldwide (1.8 million), followed by the
Syrian Arab Republic (1.1 million) and the Islamic Republic of Iran (980,000).
In terms of responding to this global situation, UNHCR looks for durable solutions in three different
forms: (i) voluntary repatriation to home countries; (ii) finding appropriate permanent integration
mechanisms in countries of asylum; or (iii) resettlement in another country. Australia’s offshore
humanitarian program represents our contribution to this third category, providing durable solutions
for persons for whom repatriation and integration are not possible.

21

Farouque, F., Petrie, A. & Miletic, D. (2007). “Minister cuts African Intake”. The Age, 2 October. Retrieved 15/1/10,
http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2007/10/01/1191091031242.html
22 UNHCR 2009, 2008 Global Trends, op. cit.
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Global resettlement needs
In 2008, UNHCR presented about 121,214 refugees for resettlement consideration, yet during the
same year only 65,859 refugees departed for resettlement countries through processes
coordinated by UNHCR (see Figure 10). In recent years, UNHCR has considerably improved its
capacity to refer people in need of resettlement. While resettlement numbers are growing, the gap
between cases submitted for resettlement and the number of resettlement departures is also
growing.
Figure 10: UNHCR resettlement submissions and departures, 2004-08
Calendar year
Resettlement submissions
Departures
Gap between departures and submissions

2004
39,509
42,008
-2,499

2005
46,260
38,507
7,753

23

2006
54,182
29,560
24,622

2007
98,999
49,868
49,131

2008
121,214
65,859
55,355

The number of resettlement departures does not match the number of places resettlement states
nominally make available to UNHCR. In 2008, 21 states set aside 76,740 places for resettlement in
cooperation with UNHCR24, nearly 11,000 more places than the total number of departures. The
United States, Canada and Australia have considerable non-UNHCR resettlement programs.
When these programs are taken into account, the total refugee and humanitarian resettlement in
2008 totalled 88,800.
Figure 11: Resettlement arrivals of refugees, 2008
Country of arrival
United States
Australia
Canada
Sweden
Finland
New Zealand
Norway
United Kingdom

Total

25

Country of arrival

60,192
Netherlands
11,006
Denmark
10,804
Chile
2,209
Ireland
749
Argentina
741
France
741
Iceland
722
Brazil
Grand total = 88,800

Total
693
552
161
101
42
37
31
19

In 2009, UNHCR estimated the global resettlement needs at about 747,000 persons, including
populations where resettlement would be required in coming years. This represents a significant
increase on estimates reported in 2008 (560,000 persons). For 2010 alone, UNHCR estimates the
resettlement needs to be about 203,000 persons. UNHCR has argued that efforts to expand
resettlement in order to meet the needs of vulnerable refugees and to provide a viable durable
solution must be matched by a commitment from states to open more opportunities for refugees to
be resettled and to prioritise resettlement places for those most in need of this solution.26 With the
enormous gap between resettlement needs and places, there is a strong case for Australia
continuing to maintain a strong or expanded Refugee Program with referrals directed through
UNHCR to ensure Australia continues to resettle people based on greatest need (for example,
those in protracted refugee situations and those identified as the most vulnerable).

23

UNHCR (2009). Frequently Asked Questions About Resettlement. UNHCR Geneva. Retrieved 8/1/10, http://www.unhcr.org/4ac0873d6.html, p.

5.
24

Ibid, p. 2
UNHCR 2009, 2008 Global Trends, op. cit. Includes figures for UNHCR and non-UNHCR resettlement programs
26 UNHCR (2009), “UNHCR Projected Global Resettlement Needs 2010”. Resettling Refugees – Sharing the Responsibility to Protect. 15th Annual
Tripartite Consultations on Resettlement. Geneva: 30 June - 2 July, pp. 5-6.
25
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3.4.2 Community concerns
During the past year, representatives of a wide variety of ethnic communities have contacted
RCOA or attended public consultations to raise concerns about groups of refugees in situations of
great danger and/or in need of priority resettlement. The situations raised with us have included:
• Afar community in camps across the Horn of Africa – need for more resettlement places;
community in Australia's lack of success in SHP applications; 'invisibility' of smaller ethnic
communities in regional intake.
• Afghan community in Pakistan – offshore processing concerns (In Peshawar, applications to
UNHCR being blocked by translators/interpreters due to racism; need for better translation
services).
• Banyamulenge refugees in camps in Burundi, Rwanda and Uganda – need for resettlement for
people facing victimisation after being made stateless by the Democratic Republic of Congo.
• Bhutanese community in Nepal and India – need for more resettlement places; problems with
pre-departure health screenings; concerns regarding offshore processing and corruption;
limited access to UNHCR processing in New Delhi; families being separated and sent to
different resettlement countries.
• Congolese community in camps in Africa – fraud in offshore processing (non-Congolese
claiming that they are Congolese to secure resettlement places).
• Chin community in urban areas in Malaysia – need for more resettlement places; concerns
around access to offshore processing; problems with pre-departure health screenings;
insecurity of immigration status in Malaysia.
• Ethiopian community in camps across Africa – need for more resettlement places (particularly
for family reunion).
• Eritrean refugees in camps in Sudan and Ethiopia and the situation of Eritrean detainees in
Libya – need for more resettlement places (particularly to deal with protracted refugee
situations, lack of access to protection and deteriorating security in Eritrea);
• Iraqi community in Syria and Jordan – those who escaped Iraq before 2003 and have genuine
cases have been refused.
• Jewish community in Venezuela – facing growing hostility and violence in the face of politically
sponsored discrimination.
• Karen community in Thailand – need for more resettlement places (particularly for family
reunion); problems with pre-departure health screenings; offshore processing fraud (including
selling of stories for application purposes).
• Liberian community in Guinea and Ghana – UNHCR encouraging repatriation despite ongoing
concerns about instability and insecurity in Liberia; offshore processing concerns (including
inappropriate use of interpreters, ‘selling of stories’ for application purposes and inappropriate
pre-departure health check processes);
• Mandaean community in Middle East – need for more resettlement places due to complexity of
needs and insecurity in Syria and Jordan.
• Oromo community in Horn of Africa – Offshore processing corruption (Government officials
with money use other people’s stories to receive protection, while others are too poor, do not
read or write and have been unable to scribe their stories).
• Rohingya community in South and South-East Asia – need for greater priority for resettlement,
particularly for vulnerable refugees in camps in Bangladesh and in urban settings in Malaysia.
• Sierra Leonean community in West Africa – amputation was used as a tool of torture during the
ten year civil war in Sierra Leone, however amputee visa applications continue to be rejected;
inappropriate pre-departure health check processes for people who have suffered
torture/trauma.
• Tamil community in Sri Lanka – lack of success in SHP applications; lack of security for Tamils
internally displaced in Sri Lanka; concerns about Australian Government support of the Sri
Lankan Government’s prevention of people boarding boats and planes.
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3.4.3 Why have a resettlement program?
As highlighted earlier, UNHCR estimates the number of refugees in need of resettlement in 2010 at
approximately 747,000 people. The total number of resettlement places offered annually around
the world is around 79,000, of which Australia allocated 6,500 places under the Refugee Program
in 2008-09.27 Continuing to offer resettlement places – particularly through a multi-year planned
program – represents Australia’s contribution to providing solutions to what is a global problem and
contributes to Australia’s international standing as a country committed to upholding human rights
and humanitarian values.
More broadly, some of the types of benefits that UNHCR has identified that can arise in the context
of resettlement through the engagement of key stakeholders (e.g. resettlement states like Australia
and host countries) include28:
(a) Protection benefits in countries of first asylum
(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)
(vi)
(vii)
(viii)
(ix)
(x)
(xi)
(xii)
(xiii)

(xiv)
(xv)

Strengthen access to asylum and adherence to the principle of non-refoulement;
Unblock a stalemate in the dialogue with a host country on creating a more favourable
protection environment;
Open up unhindered access to refugee populations;
Provide alternatives to long-term detention and mitigate the risk of refoulement;
Address pressures behind in-country population movements such as between urban
areas and refugee camps and settlements;
Strengthen protection systems (e.g. registration, access to refugees in detention), and
widen the protection space with a positive impact on the search for other solutions;
Assist with the decongestion of camps or their consolidation and reduce demands on
assistance programs and scarce environmental resources;
Reduce unnecessary in-country movements by strengthening access to resettlement in
a balanced and equitable way within countries of asylum;
Unlock another/other durable solutions and create conditions conducive for
comprehensive solutions strategies;
Impact behaviour/attitudes in host states to open access for refugees to livelihood
opportunities, health care, employment, education and freedom of movement and
residence;
Foster community cohesion and provide opportunities for services previously accessible
to refugees to be made available to neighbouring host communities;
Strengthen civil society participation and capacity;
Impact behaviour/attitudes of refugees and others of concern, for example, through
decreasing sexual and gender based violence, increasing enrolment in education and
vocational training, reducing dependency and encouraging livelihood options (including
acquisition of skills which could be beneficial for all three durable solutions);
Open opportunities for remittances from resettled refugees to support the well-being of
some refugees in countries of asylum; and
Strengthen refugee mobilisation and participation in peace building initiatives.

(b) Protection benefits in countries of resettlement
(i)
(ii)

(iii)

27
28

Expand the range and quality of services available to refugees. This is particularly the
case in emerging resettlement countries;
Reduce xenophobia and foster positive attitudes towards refugees and their plight,
and the government programs benefiting them. A positive image of offshore resettlement
programs, however, should not diminish the importance of “onshore” asylum programs,
and should therefore affirm that resettlement can be a complement but not substitute for
protection under the national asylum system;
Enrich the cultural and socioeconomic diversity within communities and enhance
connectivity between communities through the presence and integration of refugees.

UNHCR 2009, Frequently Asked Questions about Resettlement, op. cit.
UNHCR (2009). Discussion Paper: The Strategic Use of Resettlement. Working Group on Resettlement. Geneva: UNHCR.
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(c) Protection benefits in regional contexts
(i)

(ii)
(iii)

(iv)

Potentially reduce some of the push-pull dynamics of refugee movements: The
improved / equitable access to resettlement for refugees facing similar protection
challenges in different hosting / asylum states may in some cases mitigate the potential for
movements from countries of origin or secondary movements from one country of asylum
to another. So too, consideration should be given to address the resettlement needs of
long-term refugees, not just new arrivals, thereby ensuring equitable access to
resettlement according to established criteria and mitigating the risk of pull factors that
may arise when resettlement only targets new arrivals.
Reduce the attraction of trafficking/smuggling offers and potentially, in some cases,
contribute to reducing associated risks and loss of lives linked to secondary movements.
Help balance the burdens and responsibilities of receiving and hosting refugee
arrivals. In this context, it can strengthen regional cooperation, protection frameworks and
migration management. Participation in relocation/ burden sharing efforts (e.g. from Malta)
may also prompt States to assist with comprehensive durable solutions strategies
(including resettlement) in countries of first asylum in order to reduce the potential for
secondary movements.
May generate interest in strengthening refugee protection and developing
resettlement programmes: The participation of states in other arrangements such as
facilitating transit evacuations for onward resettlement to third countries (e.g. Burkina
Faso, Philippines, Romania and Slovak Republic).

Yet the reasons for Australia maintaining a strong refugee resettlement program should not only be
seen in terms of international obligations. Australia also benefits enormously as a nation from
retaining a strong Refugee and Humanitarian Program, not least of all because of the vast wealth
of skills, experience, determination and social capital that refugee entrants themselves bring. That
is, the 740,000 refugees and humanitarian migrants settled by Australia since Federation are
evidence themselves of the profound impact of the humanitarian program on the nation’s social,
cultural and economic life. Prominent Australians who once were refugees include athletes,
politicians, community advocates, entrepreneurs, artists, musicians, academics and models.
Unfortunately, the benefits of the Refugee Program are difficult to quantify when compared to the
resource costs. There also has been little evidence-based research conducted on the benefits and
contribution of refugees to Australia.

3.5. BALANCING PRIORITIES IN THE REFUGEE AND HUMANITARIAN PROGRAM
In determining the future composition of Australia’s offshore humanitarian program, Australia
needs to consider how any change would impact on our:
3.5.1 Contribution to UNHCR strategic resettlement goals (including responding to protracted
refugee situations and easing pressures in volatile regions);
3.5.2 Regional engagement and supporting refugee protection in the Asia-Pacific region;
3.5.3 Obligations under the Refugee Convention; and
3.5.4 Capacity of refugee communities to ‘settle well’ in Australia (including being able to
reunite families separated through the refugee experience).
The following provides an overview of considerations regarding these different priorities and goals
of the Australian Refugee and Humanitarian Program.
In looking at refugee statistics by region, we have, wherever possible, used the regional definitions
used by DIAC in its planning and reporting for Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program.
DIAC’s statistics focus on a refugee’s country of origin, rather than country of asylum, whereas
UNHCR typically examines both in its statistics. The three major differences in the regional
definitions of DIAC and UNHCR are:
• The North African countries of Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Tunisia and Western
Sahara are included in DIAC’s Africa region, while they are classified by UNHCR as being in
the Middle East and North Africa region.
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•
•

The South West Asia countries of Afghanistan, Iran and Pakistan are in DIAC’s Middle East
and South West Asia region, while UNHCR includes them in its Asia-Pacific region.
The Central Asian republics of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan
are part of DIAC’s Europe region (as former members of the Soviet Union), while UNHCR
includes them in the Asia-Pacific region.

When DIAC’s regions are applied to the countries of origin of refugees and people in refugee-like
situations, half of the world’s refugees are from the Middle East and South West Asia region, just
over a quarter are from Africa and only 10% are the Asia region.
Figure 12: Refugee population by DIAC region, December 2008
DIAC region

Refugees

Africa
Americas
Asia-Pacific
Europe
Middle East and South West Asia
Various/Stateless
Total

29

People in refugeelike situations

2,709,409
151,887
1,036,040
808,283
4,162,227
182,552
9,050,398

Total

59,691
297,301
3,096
5,742
1,051,269
11,124
1,428,223

Percentage
of total

2,769,100
449,188
1,039,136
814,025
5,213,496
193,676
10,478,621

26.4%
4.3%
9.9%
7.8%
49.8%
1.8%
100.0%

The top 20 refugee-producing countries (as at December 2008) were Afghanistan (2,833,128), Iraq
(1,903,519), Somalia (561,154), Sudan (419,248), Colombia (373,532), Democratic Republic of
Congo (367,995), Occupied Palestinian Territory (340,016), Vietnam (328,183), Burundi (281,592),
Turkey (214,378), Eritrea (186,398), Serbia (185,935), Burma (184,413), China (175,180), Angola
(171,393), Sri Lanka (137,752), Central African Republic (125,106), Western Sahara (116,530),
Bhutan (104,965) and Russian Federation (103,061).
However, there are millions of other non-citizens in vulnerable situations, many of whom may have
been unable to access refugee status determination processes. While there are no detailed
statistics on people in this situation, UNHCR does publish estimates of the numbers of asylum
seekers, stateless people and others it regards as potentially in need of its protection or
assistance. UNHCR estimated that, at the end of 2008, 7.57 million people were in these
situations, of whom 68.3% were in Asia.30 This is demonstrated in Figure 13. In the context of
current national and international debates about access to refugee protection in Asia, it is worth
noting that 4.35 million of the people mentioned in Figure 13 are in just three nations in South-East
Asia – Thailand, Burma and Malaysia.
Figure 13: Non-citizens of concern to UNHCR who are not refugees, 2008
DIAC region

Asylum seekers

Stateless

Africa
Americas
Asia
Europe
M East & SW Asia
Total

326,594 39.5%
173,429 21.0%
34,616
4.2%
274,007 33.1%
18,677
2.3%
827,323

100,064
1.5%
12
0.0%
5,072,939 77.2%
705,952 10.7%
693,200 10.5%
6,572,167

31

Others in need of
protection or help
6
0.0%
0
0.0%
61,470 36.8%
104,278 62.5%
1,102
0.7%
166,856

Total
426,664
5.6%
173,441
2.3%
5,169,025 68.3%
1,084,237 14.3%
712,979
9.4%
7,566,346

A country by country statistical summary of populations of refugees and other vulnerable people
can be found in Appendix 2.

29

UNHCR 2009, 2008 Global Trends, op cit.
Asia as defined by DIAC (South Asia, East Asia and South East Asia)
31 UNHCR 2009, 2008 Global Trends, op cit.
30
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3.5.1 Contributing to UNHCR strategic resettlement goals
The regional focus of UNHCR’s resettlement program has shifted as the program has expanded
and new opportunities to resettle refugees from protracted situations have emerged. The four
years from 2005 to 2008 saw resettlement from Africa continue fairly consistently but massive
growth in resettlement from Asia and the Middle East, as illustrated in Figure 14.
Figure 14: Resettlement departures by region, 2004 to 2008
DIAC region
Africa
Americas
Asia
Europe
Middle East and SW Asia
Total

2005
18,956 (66%)
787 (3%)
3,720 (13%)
306 (1%)
4,836 (17%)
28,605

32

2006
15,000 (59%)
396 (2%)
5,851 (23%)
599 (2%)
3,715 (15%)
25,561

2007
18,848 (40%)
304 (1%)
20,378 (43%)
392 (1%)
7,586 (16%)
47,508

2008
11,831 (18%)
458 (1%)
31,346 (49%)
291 (<1%)
20,676 (32%)
64,602

Total
64,635
1,945
61,295
1,588
36,813
166,517

The strong recent growth in resettlement of refugees from Burma, Bhutan and Iraq is illustrated in
Figure 15, a trend echoed in Australian resettlement patterns (see Figures 5 and 6).
Figure 15: UNHCR resettlement departures, by country of origin, 2005-2008
Country of origin
Afghanistan
Azerbaijan
Bhutan
Burma
Burundi
Cambodia
Central African Republic
Colombia
Congo (Brazzaville)
Dem. Republic of Congo
Eritrea
Ethiopia
Indonesia
Iran
Iraq
Liberia
Mauritania
Nigeria
Pakistan
Palestinian Territories
Russian Federation
Rwanda
Serbia
Sierra Leone
Somalia
Sudan
Togo
Uganda
Uzbekistan
Vietnam
Various/unknown
Total

32

2005
3,140
51
2,981
977
787
97
1,192
733
1,551
159
1,083
613
4,778
67
180
125
518
5,678
3,240
75
580
28,605

2006
1,829
5,754
1,415
396
181
1,724
837
1,099
1,501
385
1,511
82
56
69
5,139
2,956
530
97
241
25,802

2007
2,094
20,246
6,167
62
304
186
2,287
1,171
1,108
1,603
3,730
473
127
54
105
168
177
5,764
1,209
134
54
215
70
47,508

2008
1,406
8,139
23,154
3,275
66
458
185
1,533
846
1,001
1,285
17,459
140
121
69
75
451
63
115
3,264
725
436
55
228
53
64,602

Total
8,469
51
8,139
52,135
11,834
62
66
1,945
649
6,736
3,587
4,759
159
5,472
22,187
6,902
397
69
129
556
243
464
246
518
19,845
8,130
570
109
1,048
800
241
166,517

Figures compiled from UNHCR’s Global Trend statistics for 2005, 2006, 2007 and 2008.
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Responding to protracted refugee situations
Responding to protracted refugee situations, defined by UNHCR as one in which a refugee
population of 25,000 persons or more has been living in exile for five years or longer in a
developing country, is one of the key priorities of UNHCR that requires commitment from
resettlement states such as Australia.33 Based on this definition, it is estimated that nearly 5.7
million refugees under UNHCR’s mandate were in a protracted situation in 2008 (as well as more
than four million Palestinian refugees under the mandate of the United Nations Relief and Works
Agency). These refugees were living in 22 different countries in 29 identified protracted situations,
the vast majority of them in African and Asian countries which are struggling to meet the needs of
their own citizens.34
Figure 16: Location of protracted refugee situations, 2008 (by DIAC region)
Region
AFRICA
26.6%

Country of origin

Country of asylum
Democratic Republic of Congo

Angola

Zambia

Burundi

Tanzania

Central African Rep.

Chad

57,300

Democratic Republic of Congo

Rwanda

52,400

Democratic Republic of Congo

Tanzania

79,700

27,100
240,500

Zambia

47,300

Eritrea

Sudan

124,800

Somalia

Kenya

259,100

Somalia

Yemen

132,300

Sudan

Chad

268,000

Sudan

Ethiopia

25,900

Sudan

Kenya

28,500

Sudan

Uganda

56,900

Colombia

1,511,400
Venezuela

Americas total

201,100
201,100

Bhutan

Nepal

104,600

China

India

100,000

Myanmar

Thailand

111,600

Sri Lanka

India

73,300

Vietnam

China

300,900
690,400

Bosnia and Herzegovina

Serbia

27,200

Croatia

Serbia

69,500

Europe total

MIDDLE
EAST AND
SOUTH
WEST
ASIA
56.0%

111,600

Democratic Republic of Congo

Asia total

EUROPE
1.7%

Number of refugees

Angola

Africa total

AMERICAS
3.5%
ASIA
12.1%

35

96,700

Afghanistan

Iran

Afghanistan

Pakistan

Iraq

Iran

Occupied Palestinian Territory

Egypt

Occupied Palestinian Territory

Saudi Arabia

Western Sahara

Algeria

90,000

Western Sahara

Mauritania

26,000

Middle East and South West Asia
GLOBAL TOTAL

935,600
1,780,200
44,400
70,200
240,000

3,186,400
5,686,000

33

UNHCR (2008). Protracted Refugee Situations: A discussion paper prepared for the High Commissioner’s Dialogue on Protection Challenges
(UNHCR/DPC/2008/Doc. 02), http://www.unhcr.org/492ad3782.html, p. 5.
34 UNHCR 2009, 2008 Global Trends, op cit.
35 Source: UNHCR. 2008 year-end statistics, as at 22 May 2009. Includes people in refugee-like situations
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Many of these protracted refugee situations involve the confinement of refugees to camps where
they enjoy little freedom of movement and have few opportunities to establish sustainable
livelihoods. For the majority of people who find themselves in such situations, the options of
voluntary repatriation, local integration and third country resettlement all remain a distant dream.
Commentators have highlighted the semi-permanence of these situations, the lack of success of
securing local integration solutions linked to a lack of resources and capacity in host states (most
of which are developing countries) to provide long-term solutions, and the lack of funding and
prioritisation given to these protracted situations by industrialised countries over the past
decades.36
In 2008, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, through his Special Initiative on Protracted
Refugee Situations37, proposed that UNHCR and States work together to resolve five situations
where refugees have been living in exile for long periods of time, using a combination of solutions
including resettlement. The five identified protracted situations are:
• Afghan refugees in Pakistan and the Islamic Republic of Iran;
• Rohingya refugees (from Burma) in Bangladesh;
• Eritrean refugees in eastern Sudan;
• Croatian and Bosnian refugees in Serbia; and
• Burundian refugees in the United Republic of Tanzania.
Easing pressure in situations of high need
While some refugee situations cannot be defined as “protracted”, there is a compelling case for
resettling refugees from situations where there are increasing tensions between host states and
refugee communities and where the situation is particularly fragile. UNHCR’s framework of
“strategic resettlement” is useful in this regard for identifying priority situations where resettlement
states such as Australia can play a pivotal role.
An example where strategic resettlement has been called for by UNHCR to ease a potentially
volatile situation is in Syria, Jordan and Lebanon, host to more than 1.5 million mostly Iraqi
refugees living in urban centres. None of these states is a signatory to the Refugee Convention or
Protocol. Tensions have been reported to be building between refugees and local communities and
there is mounting frustration at deficiencies in the UNHCR processing system and limited
opportunities for resettlement or local integration. Commentators have highlighted the “state of
limbo” for Iraqis who remain in these three countries and who have almost no prospect of gaining
secure residency rights and are unlikely to repatriate due to ongoing insecurity in Iraq.38 UNHCR
has called on resettlement countries – including Australia – to increase their quotas in order to
further the processing of 80,000 Iraqis who have been recommended for resettlement.39
The Annual Tripartite Consultations on Resettlement Working Group on Resettlement meeting in
Geneva in October 2009 has identified seven situations for prioritisation for strategic and
collaborative efforts.40 These are:
1. Turkey: 11,000 non-European refugees in Turkey for whom UNHCR has to seek resettlement
in the absence of local solutions.
2. Libya: In Libya, there is no national asylum system, and the country has not signed the 1951
Convention. Protection space is very limited and fragile, and many refugees are subject to
36

Slaughter, A. & Crisp, J. (2009). A surrogate state? The role of UNHCR in protracted refugee situations. New Issues in Refugee Research,
Research Paper No. 168, http://www.unhcr.org/4981cb432.html
37 UNHCR (2008). Protracted Refugee Situations: High Commissioner’s Initiative. The High Commissioner’s Dialogue on Protection Challenges,
http://www.unhcr.org/4937de6f2.html
38 Aji, A. (2009). “Iraqi refugees in Syria stage protest UN”. Associated Press, 26 May; Crisp, J., Janz, J., Riera, J. & Samy, S. (2009). Surviving in
the city: A review of UNHCR’s operation for Iraqi refugees in urban areas of Jordan, Lebanon and Syria. Geneva: UNHCR Policy Development and
Evaluation Service, http://www.unhcr.org/4a69ad639.html
39 EU News Network (2009) “UNHCR Struggling With Iraqi Refugees”. EUNewsNet.com and OfficialWire, 29 October,
http://www.officialwire.com/main.php?action=posted_news&rid=50505&catid=863
40 UNHCR (2009). ATCR/WGR Newsletter #2. Annual Tripartite Consultations on Resettlement-Working Group on Resettlement, December.

Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program 2010-11: RCOA submission

page 27

3.

4.

5.
6.

7.

detention. Refugees do not always have access to UNHCR and many are still considered
temporary even after being registered. Approximately 1,000 persons are in need of
resettlement, but the actual number may be higher.
Kenya: UNHCR has prioritised need for increased resettlement from the Dadaab refugee
camps in Kenya, a protracted refugee situation which is among the world’s most challenging. In
addition, more than 100,000 new Somali refugees have arrived in the last two years. The three
camps were designed to hold a maximum of 30,000 people, but now hold approximately
100,000 each.
Iran: More than 80,000 Afghan refugees are in need of resettlement. Iran is the second largest
refugee hosting country in the world today with more than 950,000 registered Afghans and a
smaller amount of Iraqis.
Syria, Jordan and Lebanon: The three countries together host a large population of Iraqi,
Palestinian and other refugees from Iraq.
The Pacific States: There is a need to find durable solutions for a small number of refugees
within a broader mixed migration context. Local integration for refugees is not a feasible option
due to limited resources and, in particular for those from different ethnicities and cultures,
fragile protection environments in these countries. Taking a small number of refugees for
resettlement will significantly assist these states as well as, by demonstrating solutions and
burden sharing in action, strengthening the protection framework in the region.
Uzbekistan: Some 600 Afghans remain, 163 cases of which are pending departure and 87
more are awaiting decision by resettlement states. There are less than 300 persons in need of
resettlement.

In 2008-09, Australia’s offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program was divided quite evenly
between entrants from the Middle East (including South West Asia), Africa and Asia (as Figure 3
illustrates). At the time of writing, no public announcement had been made of regional priorities for
2009-10. In attempting to understand appropriate regional priorities for 2010-11 and subsequent
years, the current statistics available illustrate the complexities of the competing priorities (see
Figure 17). Statistics on numbers of refugees and people in protracted refugee situations suggest
that the Middle East and South West Asia region should be the priority, with Africa as a second
priority. However, in its resettlement planning, UNHCR has indicated it will put the greatest
emphasis on countries in Asia and Africa but acknowledges that the Middle East (including South
West Asia) is a priority for coming years.
Figure 17: UNHCR resettlement priorities, compared to earlier statistical tables
DIAC region

Africa
Americas
Asia
Europe
Middle East and
South West Asia
Various/Stateless
Total

Refugees and
people in refugeelike situations

2,769,100
449,188
1,039,136
814,025

26.4%
4.3%
9.9%
7.8%

5,213,496 49.8%
193,676
1.8%
10,478,621

Asylum seekers,
stateless, others in
need of protection

426,664
173,441
5,169,025
1,084,237

5.6%
2.3%
68.3%
14.3%

712,979
9.4%
7,566,346

People in
protracted refugee
situations

1,511,400
201,100
690,400
96,700

Refugees in priority
need of
resettlement

26.6%
3.5%
12.1%
1.7%

3,186,400 56.0%
5,686,000

267,943
15,876
139,790
508

35.8%
2.1%
18.7%
0.0%

288,686 38.6%
34,665
4.6%
747,468

Resettlement
needs in 2010

64,726
4,576
84,393
467

31.8%
2.3%
41.5%
0.2%

39,169 19.3%
9,928
4.9%
203,259

When the statistics for vulnerable non-refugees of concern to UNHCR are taken into account, the
case for an active resettlement strategy in Asia is considerably strengthened, particularly if the
approach to resettlement can contribute to increasing opportunities for refugee protection.

3.5.2 Australia’s regional engagement and supporting refugee protection in the
Asia-Pacific
In the preparation of this submission, RCOA invited consultation participants to contribute ideas
about how Australia’s regional engagement and international obligations should feature in
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considerations regarding the composition of the offshore component of the Refugee and
Humanitarian program. Key themes and principles to emerge from the discussions are presented
below, following a brief overview of recent events relating to asylum seekers arriving by boat and a
snapshot of key features of the protection environment within the Asia-Pacific region.
Renewed national focus upon interception of boats carrying asylum seekers
In April 2009 a boat, referred to by the Australian Government as “Suspected Illegal Entry Vessel
(SIEV) 36”, exploded and sank in Australian waters near Ashmore Reef, after being intercepted by
the Australian Border Protection Command. Tragically, five of the 49 people aboard were killed and
a further 31 (including Australian personnel) were seriously injured. This dramatic event provoked
a resurgence of intense media interest in an often misleading and inflammatory political debate
regarding Australia’s response to asylum seekers arriving by boat. The SIEV-36 disaster was
followed by a series of further controversies.
In October a boat carrying around 255 asylum seekers was intercepted by Indonesian authorities
following a much-publicised call from the Australian Prime Minister to the Indonesian President.
Three months later, the boat remains moored in the Indonesian port of Merak. The majority of
people on the boat refuse to disembark, declaring that it was their intention to seek protection in
Australia. One asylum seeker has died from medical complications. Another who voluntarily
returned to Sri Lanka has allegedly been imprisoned. Others who disembarked are being held in
immigration detention in Indonesia, with reports that Sri Lankan embassy officials have been
granted access to them.
Also in October, the Australian customs vessel, Oceanic Viking, performed a rescue at sea within
the Indonesian search and rescue area. The 78 rescued asylum seekers and refugees (many of
whom advised that they had spent years living in South East Asia as recognised refugees)
subsequently refused to disembark in Indonesia, citing concerns regarding the treatment that they
might receive and lack of opportunities for timely effective protection. After weeks of controversy,
all passengers ultimately disembarked and submitted to being held temporarily in an Indonesian
detention centre under an agreement which stipulated timeframes for UNHCR processing of all
asylum claims and resettlement of refugees to countries including Australia.
During November it was announced that a Memorandum of Understanding had been signed
between Australia and Sri Lanka to strengthen cooperation to combat people smuggling, including
disrupting people smuggling activities.
In November, 12 asylum seekers drowned and 27 were rescued when their boat sank within the
Australian search and rescue zone off the Cocos Islands.
During 2009 a total of 60 boats carrying 2,727 asylum seekers and refugees reached Australian
territorial waters.41 This marked a significant increase on the seven boats bearing 161 asylum
seekers recorded during 2008, and exceeds the number of boat arrivals recorded during many of
the individual years on record. On the other hand, the increase is in keeping with global trends, and
the number is significantly lower than: the 5,516 asylum seeker arrivals in 43 boats during 2001;
the 3,721 asylum seeker arrivals in 86 boats during 1999; the 5,304 asylum claims lodged onshore
in Australia during the 2008-09 year (largely brought by people who had arrived by plane); and the
827,000 pending asylum seeker cases globally at the end of 2008.42 It is understood that, as in
previous years, the vast majority of boat-borne asylum seekers to have had their claims processed
have been found to be refugees, and that many have had their status previously recognised.

41

Figures supplied by DIAC Communications Branch
Phillips, J. & Spinks, H. (2009). Background Note: Boat arrivals in Australia since 1976. Australian Partliamentary Library,
http://www.aph.gov.au/Library/pubs/BN/sp/BoatArrivals.htm; DIAC (2009). Annual Report: 2008-09. Commonwealth of Australia,
http://www.immi.gov.au/about/reports/annual/2008-09/pdf/index.htm UNHCR 2009, 2008 Global Trends: Refugees, op. cit.
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Figure 18: Signatories and non-signatories to Refugee Convention and Protocol
Signed 1951 Refugee Convention and/or 1967 Protocol

Region
Africa

Asia

Non-signatory states

Algeria

Côte d’Ivoire

Madagascar (C)

Seychelles

Comoros

Angola

Djibouti

Malawi

Sierra Leone

Eritrea

Benin

Egypt

Mali

Somalia

Libya

Botswana

Equatorial Guinea

Mauritania

South Africa

Mauritius

Burkina Faso

Ethiopia

Morocco

Sudan

Burundi

Gabon

Mozambique

Swaziland

Cameroon

Gambia

Namibia

Tanzania

Cape Verde (P)

Ghana

Niger

Togo

Central African Rep.

Guinea

Nigeria

Tunisia

Chad

Guinea-Bissau

Rwanda

Uganda

Congo

Kenya

Sao Tome

Zambia

Congo, Democratic

Lesotho

Republic of

Americas
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and Principe

Zimbabwe

Liberia

Senegal

Antigua & Barbuda

Colombia

Honduras

St Vincent & the

Argentina

Costa Rica

Jamaica

Grenadines

Bahamas

Dominica

Mexico

Suriname

Barbados
Cuba
Grenada

Belize

Dominican Rep.

Nicaragua

Trinidad & Tobago

Guyana

Bolivia

Ecuador

Panama

USA (P)

Saint Lucia

Brazil

El Salvador

Paraguay

Uruguay

Canada

Guatemala

Peru

Venezuela (P)

Chile

Haiti

St Kitts & Nevis (C)

Afghanistan

Timor-Leste

Bangladesh

Mongolia

Cambodia

Turkmenistan

Bhutan

Nepal

China

Brunei

Pakistan

Japan

Burma (Myanmar)

Singapore

Kazakhstan

India

Sri Lanka

Korea, South

Indonesia

Taiwan

Kyrgyzstan

Korea, North

Thailand

Philippines

Laos

Uzbekistan

Tajikistan

Malaysia

Vietnam

Maldives

Europe

Albania

Denmark

Armenia

Estonia

Austria

Finland

Andorra

Liechtenstein

Romania

San Marino

Lithuania

Russian Federation

France

Luxembourg

Serbia

Belarus

Georgia

Macedonia, FYR

Slovakia

Belgium

Germany

Malta

Slovenia

Bosnia and

Greece

Moldova

Spain

Herzegovina

Australia,
NZ and
Pacific

Portugal

Azerbaijan

Holy See

Monaco (C)

Sweden

Hungary

Montenegro

Switzerland

Croatia

Iceland

Netherlands

Turkey

Cyprus

Ireland

Norway

Ukraine

Czech Republic

Italy

Poland

United Kingdom

Bulgaria

Middle
East

Latvia

Iran

Bahrain

Israel

Iraq

Qatar

Yemen

Jordan

Saudi Arabia

Kuwait

Syria

Lebanon

UAE
Palau

Australia

Samoa

Kiribati

Fiji

Solomon Islands

Marshall Islands

Tonga

New Zealand

Tuvalu

Micronesia (FSM)

Vanuatu

Papua New Guinea
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Oman

Nauru

(C) = Signed 1951 Convention only. (P) = Signed 1967 Protocol only
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The above events are illustrative of the complex legal, moral, diplomatic, jurisdictional and logistical
challenges that can arise with respect to the interception, rescue and arrival of boats carrying
asylum seekers. The coverage of these events, while pointing at times to some of the factors
underpinning secondary movements (for instance following release of an independent report on
conditions within Indonesian detention centres44), has focused the national debate on the
management of Australia’s borders and Australia’s relationship with Indonesia. In so doing, it has
deflected attention from the core problem of the extremely limited opportunities for refugees to
attain effective protection within our region. The flow of unseaworthy boats heading for Australia is
simply one manifestation of this far larger problem.
The protection environment within the Asia-Pacific region – a snapshot
One of the starkest features of the Asia-Pacific region in protection terms is the paucity of States
which have acceded to the Refugee Convention and its Protocol. As illustrated in Figure 18, this
characteristic sets it and the Middle East apart from other regions of the world. And, as is also the
case in other regions, those states that have acceded do not all possess the capacity (in terms of
resources or national legal infrastructure), or necessarily the will, to implement their corresponding
obligations.
Figure 19: Signatories to Refugee Convention and Protocol by region
Region
Africa
Americas
Asia
Europe
Middle East
Pacific
Total

Number of
signatory States
49
30
11
47
3
7
147

45

Number of nonsignatory states
4
5
19
2
10
7
47

Total
53
35
30
49
13
14
194

Percentage of
signatory states
92%
86%
37%
96%
23%
50%
76%

As explained in the previous sub-sections, the broader Asia-Pacific region is host to a significant
proportion of the world’s protracted refugee populations as well as other highly vulnerable groups
of specific concern to UNHCR – including extensive populations of stateless persons and others in
need of protection. The numbers of people of concern within host countries are provided in
Appendix 2.
Notwithstanding some positive developments, UNHCR identifies a number of significant challenges
in the Asia-Pacific component of its latest Global Appeal. These include:
• Heightened insecurity in Pakistan prompting mass flight in early 2009;
• The deteriorating security situation in Afghanistan precipitating a reduction in voluntary
repatriations (anticipated to be ongoing), inability to reintegrate returnees and extremely
restricted UN access generally;
• Significant ongoing concerns for internally displaced persons in Sri Lanka;
• Systemic shrinking of the protection space in Thailand for all groups of concern, including
reports of push-backs of Rohingya, precipitating significant loss of lives;
• Major concerns regarding the shrinking humanitarian space and restricted UN access to people
of concern across a number of Asian countries; and
• A strong weighting across the region towards security concerns and bilateral considerations,
affecting access to territory and significantly decreasing the protection space available to
asylum seekers and refugees.46
44

Taylor, J. (2009). Behind Australian Doors: Examining the Conditions of Detention of Asylum Seekers in Indonesia,
http://www.law.monash.edu.au/castancentre/news/behind-australian-doors-report.pdf
45 Signatories as at 1 January 2010. Includes 192 UN member states plus Taiwan (non-signatory) and the Holy See (signatory)
46 UNHCR (2009). Global Appeal 2010-2011: Regional Summary – Asia and the Pacific, http://www.unhcr.org/ga10/index.html#/asia/pacific
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Both Malaysia and Thailand continue to feature amongst the deemed “worst places in the world for
refugees” within the latest US Committee for Refugees and Immigrants’ annual World Refugee
Survey, judged according to standards including the extent to which the practice of refoulement is
considered systematic, state-sanctioned violence is considered severe, detention is considered
arbitrary, and the right to earn a livelihood is restricted.47 Further documentation of dire conditions
encountered by Chin, Karen, Rohingya and Hazara communities within camps, detention centres
and urban environments in these countries may be found in reports recently produced by RCOA,
Amnesty International Australia and the UK Equal Rights Trust.48
As at December 2008: Malaysia hosted a total population of concern of 147,312, including 63,000
people deemed in priority need of resettlement; Thailand hosted a total population of concern of
3,625,510, including 30,700 people deemed in priority need of resettlement; and Indonesia hosted
a total population of concern of 369, including 315 people deemed in priority need of
resettlement.49
UNHCR continues to face limited or no access to people of concern in many countries, severely
hampering attempts to identify and achieve durable solutions for those in need of protection. This
has included situations where asylum countries have refused exit permits and further UNHCR
access to refugees who have been accepted for resettlement – notably the experience of Lao
Hmong refugees who were until recently detained in Thailand.
There has been a spate of actual and threatened forced repatriations within the region. Most
recently, 20 Uighur asylum seekers were forcibly returned by Cambodia to China, and more than
4,000 Hmong asylum seekers and refugees were deported by Thailand back to Laos. Australia,
which had some years ago accepted some of the refouled Hmong for resettlement, has joined the
widespread condemnation of these actions.
It is important that Australia takes every opportunity to raise protection concerns with other States
and multilateral agencies. There are a number of relevant regional multilateral fora in which this
can be done, including: the reinvigorated Bali Process on People Smuggling, Trafficking in Persons
and Related Transnational Crime, co-chaired by Indonesia and Australia, and including Ministerial
Conferences, Senior Officials’ meetings and an Ad Hoc Group (with observer status accorded to
UNHCR and the International Organization for Migration); the Asia-Pacific Consultations on
Refugees, Displaced Persons and Migrants; the Pacific Immigration Directors’ Conference; the
ASEAN-Australia Profile Alert Working Group; and the recently established ASEAN Human Rights
Commission.
Opportunities for governments to work with civil society have been enhanced by the formation of
the Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Network (APRRN), now into its second year of existence, with
close to 100 NGOs and community groups working across 24 countries. APRRN has issued a
number of joint statements, including calls for a regional solution to the plight of the Rohingya, an
end to the practice of refoulement, and a collaborative global response to the crisis in Sri Lanka.
The network is committed to: strengthening communication across geographical borders and areas
of expertise; mutually building capacity to respond to protection gaps (including through ongoing
targeted training); building shared understandings of the complex factors impacting on refugee
rights and protection across the region; and engaging in joint advocacy and monitoring efforts at
country, regional and international levels, with a view to strengthening the protection environment
within the Asia-Pacific.50

47

United States Committee for Refugees and Immigrants (USCRI) (2010). “Best and worst places for refugees” in World Refugee Survey 2009 (pp.
3-7), http://www.refugees.org/FTP/WRS09PDFS/BestandWorst.pdf
48 Kent, L. & Abu-Duhou, J. (2009). The Search for Protection: Resettled refugees reflect on seeking asylum in Asia and the Middle East. RCOA,
http://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/docs/releases/2009/090615_Search_for_Protection_report.pdf; Thom, G. (2009). Situation dire for refugees in
Malaysia. Amnesty International Australia, http://www.amnesty.org.au/refugees/comments/21648/; The Equal Rights Trust (2010). Trapped in a
Cycle of Flight: Stateless Rohingya in Malaysia, http://www.equalrightstrust.org/ertdocumentbank/ERT%20Malaysia%20Report%20%20Final%20Jan10%20_2_.pdf
49 See Appendix 2.
50 See Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Network (APRRN) (2009). About, http://refugeerightsasiapacific.org/about/
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Feedback on regional engagement from consultation participants
Participants in the consultation process contributed numerous ideas and comments regarding how
Australia’s regional engagement and international obligations should feature in considerations
regarding the composition of the offshore component of the Refugee and Humanitarian Program.
The following key themes emerged from the discussions:
• Our international protection obligations are binding, and the size and composition of our
onshore protection program will inevitably fluctuate from year to year. As such, our international
protection obligations ought not to feature as a consideration in determining the composition of
the offshore program. Participants strongly advocated for restoration of the conceptual and
numerical independence of the onshore and offshore components of the Refugee and
Humanitarian Program. (The arguments mounted in favour of “delinking” are expanded upon in
section 3.5.3.)
• Participants were adamant that it is never acceptable to obstruct or to in any manner to
facilitate or encourage the obstruction of asylum seekers’ flight from a source country.
• With respect to secondary movements, it was noted that the goal of mitigating the risk of loss of
lives at sea – including in the context of fulfilling “rescue at sea” obligations – needs to be
accompanied by clear protection safeguards, human rights standards and our commitment to
international responsibility sharing. It was also proposed that measures be introduced to
require Airline Liaison Officers to ensure, at a minimum, that all intercepted passengers with a
known or potential asylum claim be referred to the nearest UNHCR office or Australian
embassy to have their claim processed.
• It was noted that, ultimately, the best way of reducing the incidence of asylum seekers and
refugees risking hazardous journeys to Australia is to focus upon understanding and tackling
the causes of secondary movements and original flight. Participants felt that the current
national debate on asylum seekers needed to be reframed, to move away from the essentially
myopic question: “How do we stop the boats?” A more appropriate question for Australia is how
our nation can exercise leadership so as to strengthen the prospects for effective protection
within our region, mindful that this will likely reduce boat movements of asylum seekers over
time.
• Participants called for significantly increased transparency in relation to bilateral and
multilateral agreements regarding measures to combat people smuggling. It was stressed that
the Australian Government ought to do all within its powers to ensure that protection
considerations are always prominent within discussions on irregular movements, including
highlighting the need for protection-sensitive entry systems.
• Following from the above, some participants queried the allocation of Australian Government
expenditure within the region – noting recent media reports of Australian funding of immigration
detention centres in Indonesia as well as reports of assistance provided to Sri Lanka to disrupt
people smuggling. It was noted that, notwithstanding the welcome consolidation of Australia’s
increased support for the operations of UNHCR, and the funding of targeted protectionenhancing initiatives within the region through the Displaced Persons Program and other
AusAID programs, expenditure on border protection measures remained significantly
disproportionate to funding specifically dedicated towards improving the protection prospects
for refugees within the region.
• As one of the few wealthy countries in the region, and active participant in debates regarding
the refinement of the international protection system, participants felt that Australia is
opportunely placed to play a leading role in contributing to the enhancement of effective
protection within the Asia-Pacific region. It was noted that Australia is currently chairing
UNHCR’s Executive Committee.
• Participants noted that Australia’s interests and activities in the region extend across a number
of government portfolios – including asylum and migration, aid and development, trade,
security, the environment and human rights. It was suggested that all government policies
towards and funded activities within the region should be aligned with an overt “whole of
government” protection-enhancement agenda.
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Building upon the above themes, it was proposed that the Australian Government, in close
consultation with UNHCR and other key non-governmental actors, work towards the establishment
of an integrated regional protection-enhancement strategy, including a discrete “strategic
resettlement” component. It was noted that the credibility and viability of such a strategy would be
greatly strengthened through the adoption of clear governing principles as well as systems for
these principles and associated measures to be monitored.
It was proposed that the following basic principles and approaches be amongst those adopted in
the formulation and implementation of a regional protection-enhancement strategy:
• That Australia’s regional engagement (bilateral and multilateral) is predicated upon an overt
commitment to fulfilling its international protection and other human rights obligations.
• That the development and implementation of solutions to the region’s protection-related
problems require international engagement, must involve consideration of the legitimate
priorities of governments, UNHCR and civil society, and engage them as active partners, and
must address issues relating to the treatment of asylum seekers and refugees in source, transit
and destination countries.
• That Australia’s robust and effective contribution to the enhancement of protection within the
region will require an integrated ‘whole-of-government’ approach, including mainstreaming of
protection considerations across Australian-funded activities within the region, and alignment of
strategies to maximise impact (such as effectively targeted development assistance to aid
stabilisation of displaced populations and strengthen the prospect of durable solutions).
• That, notwithstanding States’ legitimate interest in border security, and the complexities
associated with the management of mixed migratory flows, protection-sensitive entry systems
must be assured, and all measures to combat people smuggling must include safeguards to
ensure preservation of the human rights, dignity and safety of all affected persons, irrespective
of whether they require protection.
• That reception arrangements in host and transit countries for asylum seekers and refugees
must meet minimum standards and fully respect their dignity and human rights.
• That credible systems of refugee status determination must be developed and maintained, with
UNHCR supported and adequately resourced to conduct determination processes in a timely
manner, and signatory states supported in the development of relevant legal and administrative
infrastructure.
• That, where people are found to not be in need of protection, a fair system of return should be
in place, with strict safeguards to ensure that people are neither returned to situations where
their human rights will be violated, nor returned in a manner which violates their rights.
• That recognised refugees within our region must have timely access to durable solutions,
including resettlement in Australia and other countries.
• That a viable regional protection-enhancement strategy will include, amongst other features:
o Acknowledgement of the complexities posed by the high number of States within the region
which are not parties to the Refugee Convention and its Protocol, noting that this does not
of itself neutralise possibilities for protection-enhancement, yet noting the need to continue
encouraging accession to the Convention while working towards a strengthened protection
environment.
o Detailed consideration of the parameters and limitations of ‘effective protection elsewhere’
in light of existing constraints such as that noted above.
o Consideration, in discussion with UNHCR and key non-government agencies, of the ways
in which a regional engagement strategy might usefully draw upon the lessons of the
Comprehensive Plan of Action for Indochinese Refugees (noting its pursuit of international
solutions and engagement of civil society), as well as elements of the strategic framework
set out within the UNHCR’s 10-Point Plan of Action on Refugee Protection and Mixed
Migration.
o A commitment to seeking and leveraging protection-enhancement opportunities within all
existing regional fora.
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o

o

o
o

o

Acknowledgement of the importance of pursuing improved understandings of the unique
factors underpinning the protection needs and reasons for secondary movement of
particular caseloads.
An ongoing commitment to supporting capacity building and technical assistance
throughout the region, and consideration of the benefits of extending such support to
include civil society organisations engaged in activities to strengthen protection.
An overt commitment to transparency, bearing in mind that openness to scrutiny will assist
in establishing credibility and encouraging diverse partner engagement
Flexibility of approach, including adaptability to changing circumstances within the region,
as well as commitment to monitoring outcomes and undertaking necessary mid-course
corrections
The making of clear upfront contributions in pursuit of strengthened protection.

In practical terms, RCOA proposes that, within its regional engagement strategy, the Australian
government:
• Continue to work with source countries and other actors to assist in addressing the root causes
of flight and stabilising volatile situations in order to improve prospects for voluntary
repatriation, but never act to obstruct, or to in any manner facilitate or encourage the
obstruction of, asylum seekers’ flight from a source country.
•

Continue to work with host countries and UNHCR to improve protection-sensitive entry
systems and access to credible refugee status determination, including safeguards against
refoulement, but never intercept, or facilitate or encourage the interception of, asylum seekers
without assuming a level of responsibility for what subsequently transpires in relation to the
processing of their claims (in the case of asylum seekers), their consideration for referral for
resettlement (in the case of refugees) and the minimum reception standards afforded them
within their host community pending achievement of a durable solution.

•

Continue to work with host countries and other relevant actors to improve reception standards
for asylum seekers, strengthening prospects for local integration, but never act to facilitate or
condone subjection of asylum seekers or refugees to conditions that are not commensurate
with international human rights standards.

•

Work to strengthen opportunities for resettlement for refugees without prospects of other
durable solutions, including by establishing a separate, discrete allocation for the region (as
part of an integrated protection-enhancement strategy) and by encouraging other resettlement
countries to consider the priority needs of the region as they balance their resettlement
commitments.

3.5.3 Australia’s obligations under the Refugee Convention: Breaking the link
between the offshore and onshore programs
Australia is the only country in the world that has created a numerical link between its offshore
resettlement of refugees and humanitarian entrants and its recognition of asylum seekers within its
border. Each time an asylum seeker is recognised by Australia as a refugee through its onshore
protection process, one position is deducted from the Special Humanitarian Program. RCOA has
opposed this policy since its introduction in 1996, arguing that the onshore and offshore programs
are designed to meet quite different international responsibilities. The onshore protection program
aims to meet Australia’s obligations as a signatory to the Refugee Convention, enabling people at
risk of persecution to seek refuge in Australia. The offshore resettlement program is a voluntary
contribution to the sharing of international responsibility for refugees for whom no other durable
solution is available.
This numerical link has added considerably to a widely held view in Australia – actively promoted
by some for political purposes – that the only genuine refugees in Australia are those who have
been resettled from countries of first asylum. According to this view, there is little or no case for
people to seek asylum in Australia and every claim for protection is somehow a policy failure.
RCOA believes the removal of the numerical link between the onshore and offshore programs
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would illustrate the strength of the Australian Government’s support for the Refugee Convention
and its wish to have the international refugee protection system better understood and supported
by the Australian people. The removal of the numerical link would also be a vital step in improving
the planning of the offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program, giving DIAC and settlement
service providers greater clarity in planning all aspects of the program, from the allocation of visas
to the availability of resources for on-arrival services.

3.5.4 Ensuring refugee resettlement means settling well
In balancing priorities in the composition of the Refugee and Humanitarian Program, consideration
needs to be given to how refugees who resettle in Australia are supported on arrival. Ensuring
there are appropriate settlement services available to support the difficult transition to life in
Australia is not cost-neutral (see discussion of emerging settlement issues and priorities in Section
5). And while there are certainly possibilities for greater community engagement in refugee
resettlement (see discussion in Section 3.6), specialist services will still be required for people who
have suffered trauma, must navigate complex and unfamiliar Australian systems and who require
intensive English language support.
Under current arrangements, levels of assistance in resettlement and post-arrival settlement
support for refugee and humanitarian visa holders are determined largely by visa category rather
than need or capacity. Refugee visa holders (subclasses 200 and 204) have their travel to
Australia fully funded by government and are entitled to the full suite of settlement services after
arrival. SHP visa holders (subclass 202) have their travel to Australia paid for by their proposers
but in practice many SHP entrants are expected to repay loans taken out to cover their travel
costs.51 Levels of post-arrival settlement support are generally lower for SHP entrants than for
Refugee visa holders, with the proposers of the SHP entrants responsible for some or much of the
support. In many cases, these proposers are recent arrivals themselves. In effect, significant costs
of humanitarian resettlement are being borne by recent arrivals, people often with the least
capacity to subsidise the process. Some Protection Visa holders (subclass 866) are now receiving
significant settlement support while others are receiving little or none, with a lack of transparency
regarding the basis upon which decisions about the support they receive are being made.
Another consideration vital to ensuring those who come through the Refugee and Humanitarian
Program are able to settle well is how family reunion is enabled through the refugee resettlement
program. In recently published research on refugee family reunion, Dr Brooke McDonald-Wilmsen
and Professor Sandy Gifford of La Trobe University note:
An almost universal consequence of the refugee experience is the destruction of the family
unit. Family members may be forced to follow different routes or to flee based upon
available opportunities or resources. Separation can be a temporary strategy to help a child
escape from military recruitment or to send a politically active member into hiding. Whatever
the reason, families of choice and circumstance are formed.52
There is a growing body of research suggesting that the prolonged separation of families –
particularly those displaced by war and conflict – has a far-reaching impact on those who have
been resettled.53 The negative psychosocial, economic and social consequences of family
separation were clearly identified in both community and service provider consultations.
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See RCOA (2008). Who Bears the Cost of Australia’s Special Humanitarian Program?,
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52 McDonald-Wilmsen, B. & Gifford, S. (2009). Refugee resettlement, family separation and Australia’s humanitarian programme, UNHCR Policy
Development and Evaluation Service, http://www.unhcr.org/4b167ae59.html, p. 2.
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For any person beginning a new life in an unfamiliar country, the presence of a supportive family
promotes settlement and longer-term integration.54 In the specific case of refugee resettlement,
UNHCR states that “the family unit has a better chance of successfully … integrating in a new
country rather than individual refugees. In this respect, protection of the family is not only in the
best interests of the refugees themselves but is also in the best interests of States”.55 According to
recent research:56
…protection of the family is not only in the best interests of the refugees themselves but is
also in the best interests of States. Families also facilitate economic adaptation; and
promote social adjustment – fundamental aspects of settlement. Intact families
(particularly those that include more than one breadwinner) generally have better
prospects for achieving self-sufficiency as families can pool their resources and support
employment activities. A family group will rely less heavily on external providers of
assistance lessening the perceived ‘economic burden’ of new arrivals.
Family reunion, therefore, needs to be factored into decisions regarding the composition of the
Refugee and Humanitarian Program. RCOA supports the four principles set out by McDonaldWilmsen and Gifford:57
Principle One: Humanitarian resettlement and family reunion policies should respect the
right to family unity and where possible support the existing configurations of refugee
background families in settlement and reunion.
Principle Two: Humanitarian resettlement and family reunion policies should not
discriminate against any person.
Principle Three: Families are dynamic and require flexible humanitarian policies to allow
for changes or discrepancies during processing and after resettlement.
Principle Four: Given that refugee and humanitarian entrants by definition cannot return,
non-humanitarian immigration policies should include special concessions for persons
from refugee background families to preserve their family structures.

3.6. OPTIONS FOR INCREASING COMMUNITY SUPPORT
Given the enormous unmet needs outlined above and the challenge for Australia of maintaining a
robust commitment to refugee resettlement within a context of constrained departmental budgets,
RCOA canvassed consultation participants’ views on the option of seeking increased community,
business and local government support for Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program.
Specifically, RCOA asked communities and service providers to provide feedback on the question:
What role should the community, business and local governments have in resettling refugees
under the offshore Humanitarian Program, and what role might private sponsorship play?
Overall, participants at the consultations expressed a general openness to considering innovative
ways in which Australia’s commitment to refugee resettlement could be supported, particularly if
this meant an expanded intake and the greater engagement of the broader Australian community.
Consultation participants commented that the Federal Government should not necessarily shoulder
all of the responsibility for the resettlement of refugees and that, if well planned, engaging local and
refugee communities, private sponsors, businesses and different levels of government could
potentially expand and enhance Australia’s protection and resettlement capacity. However,
consultation participants made it clear that they would not support greater community subsidy of
the resettlement program if the current program were not expanded. There was no support for
increasing community responsibility for resettlement purely to enable the Australian Government to
make budget savings.

54

McDonald-Wilmsen & Gifford 2009, op. cit., p.3.
UNHCR 1999, p.159.
56 McDonald-Wilmsen & Gifford 2009, op. cit., p.3.
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The following section provides an overview of community views and research findings on potential
avenues for increasing community engagement in Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program
through:
• Private sponsorship;
• Community and volunteer-based groups;
• Local and state government;
• Business; and
• Economic participation.

3.6.1 Private sponsorship
Canada has had an active program of private sponsorship for refugees for the past 30 years,
settling 2,500 to 4,000 people on humanitarian grounds per annum. Under the Private Sponsorship
of Refugees (PSR) Program, sponsoring groups (including humanitarian community organisations,
large businesses and groups of private citizens), agree to provide the refugees that they sponsor
with care, lodging, settlement assistance and support for the duration of the sponsorship period.
The support offered through the PSR Program is estimated at approximately C$79 million per
annum, as well as an estimated volunteer contribution of over 1,600 hours per refugee family.58
(For more information about the Canadian PSR Program, refer to the case study in Appendix 3.)
The opportunities and challenges that models of private sponsorship present were canvassed at
consultations, with many speaking positively about the potential for additional places available for
both refugees and others in need of humanitarian protection. As one community member
proposed:
Private sponsorship can play the role of financier in the process of bringing refugees to
Australia and in their resettlement process. Private sponsorship can act as an important way
of engaging the community and breaking down many of the barriers refugees come across.
Through private sponsorship many settlement issues can be resolved such as provision of
housing to newly arrived refugees and provision of employment.
As many of those consulted pointed out, the current SHP already represents a type of privatepublic sponsorship; however, the responsibilities, support and financial burden on proposers
(“sponsors”) is seen as one of its greatest shortcomings. Re-thinking a private sponsorship
component of the humanitarian program, with good planning and support mechanisms for both
sponsor and sponsored attached, has the potential to address some of the issues identified within
the SHP.59
The potential benefits provided by an innovative and well-planned model of private sponsorship
that were identified in consultations include:
• Providing a pathway for people who are resourced to sponsor to do so, as the current form of
SHP often sets up people to fail;
• Assisting the resettlement of refugees, regardless of whether they have established links in
Australia;
• Providing a network of support to help refugee entrants settle quickly;
• Offering pathways for local individuals, community groups, businesses and other organisations
to meet, work with and get to know refugee entrants; and
• Enriching the lives of Australians who become involved in sponsorship and settlement.
There were, however, concerns raised during consultations and through evaluations of the
Canadian model that would need to be considered in the development of any private sponsorship
model. These include:
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•
•

•

An increased risk of exploitation of refugee entrants, particularly if employment components are
included in consideration of this visa stream;
Inappropriate pressure and expectations on refugee entrants and their communities to cope
with all of the financial, logistical and emotional supports necessary for refugee resettlement
(even while they may still be settling themselves); and
Lack of accountability and monitoring to ensure responsibilities of sponsors are upheld.

To mitigate these concerns, participants called for a clear framework and set of objectives to be
developed were a new private sponsorship stream within the Refugee and Humanitarian Program
to be considered. This would include ensuring that:
• Settlement standards are commensurate under privately-sponsored and Government-funded
streams;
• Clear and consistent criteria are developed for sponsors partaking in the program;
• Transparent mechanisms for monitoring and accountability for both sponsors and government
are implemented; and
• Capacity building and ongoing training and support are available for sponsors.
A number of people consulted also highlighted the need to learn from the problems associated with
457 visa sponsorship experiences and to mitigate these, emphasising that a migration mindset
alone is not appropriate when considering this vulnerable group of people. There was a
widespread view that it would not be desirable to develop models of private sponsorship which
precluded refugee and humanitarian entrants entirely from access to Centrelink or Medicare
benefits. It was agreed that a thorough evaluation of the Canadian PRS model should be
undertaken to ensure that lessons learned from Canada inform Australia’s approach to private
sponsorship.

3.6.2 Community and volunteer-based groups
The greater involvement of community and volunteer-based groups in refugee resettlement is an
area where there was seen to be considerable untapped potential. A number of people consulted
noted that the role of volunteers in settlement has greatly diminished since the Integrated
Humanitarian Settlement Strategy (IHSS) was introduced. While there is a volunteer component
proscribed in current IHSS contracts, volunteers are only involved at the behest of contractors. By
structuring volunteer involvement in this way, people at the consultations commented that DIAC
has inadvertently taken away an important level of community involvement by pushing the lever too
far towards the dominance of contracted service providers. As one participant describes:
If non-volunteer organisations stop seeing volunteer organisations as a threat to their
business, there can be a bigger role that volunteer organisations can play and hence a
bigger role played by the community in the resettlement of the refugees. This means that a
strong partnership between volunteer and non-volunteer organisations needs to be
encouraged.
While some reservations were also expressed about the danger of shifting the responsibility of
providing settlement support too much towards under-resourced community and volunteer groups,
there was a general agreement that there are many benefits to be accrued from involving both the
wider Australian community and former refugees and their community organisations in supporting
new arrivals. Benefits include:
• Creating informal networks of support to help refugee entrants settle quickly;
• Facilitating relationships between newly arrived refugee entrants and established communities
to increase employment pathways;
• Offering opportunities for local individuals, community groups and organisations to meet, work
together and get to know refugee entrants;
• Enriching the lives of Australians who become involved in sponsorship and settlement;
• Enhancing integration and acceptance of refugee entrants in local communities;
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•
•

Providing work experience opportunities for volunteers (particularly those from refugee
backgrounds themselves); and
Tapping into the skills, experience and cultural proximity of former refugees to ease the
transition to life in Australia for newly arrived refugee entrants.

The costs of greater community and volunteer involvement must also be considered alongside the
benefits. That is, involving community and volunteer groups can be effective in terms of both cost
and outcomes, but also requires careful planning, support and resourcing. Standards and
accountability need to be factored in, as well as resources allocated for coordination and volunteer
training and support. In terms of how volunteer and community groups could be effectively
engaged, some of the ideas raised through the Proposer Support Program proposal put forward by
DIAC in 2007 still have merit and could be revisited.
Ethnic community organisations
Overwhelmingly, RCOA’s consultations highlighted the willingness of former refugees and their
community organisations to be directly involved in resettling people under the Refugee and
Humanitarian Program (see also Section 5.3.2 on the involvement of refugee entrants in providing
settlement support). Indeed, many felt that they were strategically better placed to provide effective
settlement support given their members’ cultural proximity, range of skills and commitment to
assisting new arrivals. Comments included:
Our communities are communities that share with each other. If the government asks for the
community to be involved, we could develop a plan. I’m sure that, if given the responsibility
by government, communities could bring people here 10 at a time.
People are happy to pool resources for benefit of the community.
While there is clearly a willingness to be involved, community organisations formed by refugee
entrants felt stymied by a lack of recognition and resources, and in their inability to secure visa
places. Some comments included:
Our community is already doing it [supporting settlement], but we are currently doing it
under pressure… so if there was greater financial support for [ethnic] community
organisations, we could do it better.
We need to enhance the capacity of ethnic organisations and individual communities that
are strategically placed to provide settlement support (e.g. through cultural proximity and
skilled and committed people). We just need capacity building, funding, professional
development and visas allocated.
Other volunteer-based groups
Alongside the greater involvement of former refugees and their community organisations in the
Refugee and Humanitarian Program, consultation participants talked about the potential for an
expanded role of other volunteer-based groups from local communities. Indeed, some volunteer
groups that currently exist have experienced significant growth in recent years, indicating a
willingness and interest within local communities to support the settlement of refugees and other
humanitarian entrants (see Refugee Sanctuary Groups case study below). As one participant
commented:
The Australian community needs to come to understand who refugees really are and what
they have faced. Voluntary participation in settlement could be one means of allowing this to
occur.
However, considerations raised in consultations about how to ensure volunteer-based groups are
adequately utilised included:
• The need to resource support structures and training of volunteers;
• Ensuring monitoring and accountability measures are in place to avoid exploitation and burnout
of volunteers;
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•
•

Assessing and utilising volunteers’ skills appropriately (e.g. volunteers have an important role
to play as mentors, friends and advocates); and
Ensuring volunteers are neither required nor sanctioned to provide supports in areas where
there are risks to those they are supporting, i.e. providing specialist advice and support that are
better provided by education, health and other specialist services.
CASE STUDY: Refugee Sanctuary Groups60
From a small group of volunteers in Coffs Harbour (NSW) in 1998, the Sanctuary Network has
grown to include groups in 15 cities and towns in four states. The Sanctuary groups propose
refugees under the SHP, raising funds for airfares and developing local networks of volunteer
support to assist the families after arrival. The groups have done much to build local support for their
work and have enabled refugee settlement to occur in regional towns where little or no direct
refugee settlement has previously occurred.
The Sanctuary groups are among quite a number of volunteer groups involved in similar work
around Australia. A number of them, like the original Coffs Harbour Sanctuary Group, were
established in the 1980s under the then-Community Refugee Support Scheme.
Armidale Sanctuary is an example of one such group that has been extremely pro-active on a
number of fronts. Activities have included: advocating with government departments, businesses
and community members through personal contact, writing articles for local media, holding
celebrations, being representatives on several committees and giving talks to various service and
government groups. The group develops grassroots, often low-key contacts at all levels and
believes that these interactions change attitudes and may have a more sustainable impact than
formal government arrangements. The whole Armidale committee is involved in providing settlement
support, but Sanctuary allocates a small team of two or three people to be responsible for all
aspects of settlement of newly arrived families. These people share the many immediate tasks and
then gradually, as is appropriate, reduce their hands-on help, thereby encouraging increasing
independence while continuing to monitor a family’s settlement and support needs.

As some consultation participants describe:
Volunteers are extremely under-utilised, as service providers are under resourced and
cannot provide the required support and training to assist volunteers. Funding is urgently
required for the realistic use of volunteers to become a reality.
For voluntary groups, the orientation and education of volunteers is all important. They need
to understand the experiences of refugees and settlement experience. Groups should meet
a set of criteria to be eligible to settle refugees. For the sake of those they are trying to
benefit, it is important that groups have some level of accountability.
Main considerations in how to ensure a well-planned and supported volunteer component that
would enhance settlement services centred on funding, coordination and training. In particular, it
was noted that involving volunteers should come from communities themselves as a choice rather
than an obligation. Comments from participants included:
Insurance costs, training, supervision and other infrastructure for volunteers are significant
and immensely important and need to be factored into any planned volunteer-led settlement
support models.
If it was spearheaded by organisations that were willing and were well resourced and
volunteers were supported, then it could work. But it needs to come from the communities
themselves as a choice, rather than because of a lack of choice.
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3.6.3 Local and state government
Feedback from consultations suggested that there were serious reservations about the potential
capacity for local government to become a significant player in refugee resettlement. As many
service providers pointed out, local government agencies are already stretched and have limited
resource capacity to expand the scope of services to refugee entrants. This is particularly the case
in rural or regional areas where local government is responsible for many services and is already
struggling to meet the needs of their widely-dispersed and diverse communities.
Supporting local integration
Where consultation participants did see a greater potential role for local government was in
supporting the integration of newly arrived refugee entrants into local communities. For example,
local government initiatives that were heralded at consultations included:
• Brisbane City Council’s (QLD) proactive and welcoming approach to refugee entrants,
including conducting official Welcoming Ceremonies, and the positive partnerships and
initiatives run through Queensland’s Local Area Multicultural Partnership Program (LAMP).61
• Salisbury Council’s (SA) New Communities – New Connections – New Friends mentoring
program, where voluntary mentors offer a helping hand to guide families, individuals and the
community towards government services and community-based organisations that can assist
with a smooth settlement transition. The City of Salisbury is able to assist refugee entrants to
access mainstream services, exchange local knowledge, build relationships and share different
cultural understanding with long-term services.62
Planned secondary settlement of refugee communities
Another role local government could potentially play in refugee resettlement is in the support and
planning of secondary movements of refugee entrants to regional areas where employment
opportunities exist. As one consultation participant noted, the model used in Warrnambool
(Victoria) in 2003-2005 was successful in part because people moved there after three years in
Melbourne, by which time they were already much more familiar with life in Australia and had the
opportunity to access specialist settlement services before relocating to the regional town.
Warrnambool City Council’s pilot project assisting refugee entrant families to relocate from
Melbourne to regional Victoria has been cited as a successful model that could potentially be
replicated in other areas. As some consultation participants commented:
Planned regional settlement can break down other barriers and respond to community need
(e.g. keeping local schools or businesses going).
For refugees who have come from rural areas, resettling in regional or rural areas of
Australia can be a good solution.
Regional settlement is good if groups of people are settled together there and the host
community has to be well prepared. That means not just services, but local community
members.
The Warrnambool model was also seen as successful because its aims were both to provide a
stable, safe and welcoming community for refugee entrants to rebuild their lives and to nurture and
support the existing local community in understanding and welcoming their new community
members. The subsequent report published by VicHealth on the outcomes of the project is a useful
resource for local councils to model strategies for refugee settlement in their areas.63

61 DIAC (2009). “Local Area Multicultural Partnership Program, Queensland”. In Access and Equity in Government Services Report 2006–08.
Commonwealth of Australia, http://www.immi.gov.au/about/reports/accessequity/2008/html/government_actions/local_governments/qld_multicultural_partnership.htm
62 Williams, L. (2009). “Making New Friends.” SalisburyAware, vol. 29, pp. 7-8,
http://cweb.salisbury.sa.gov.au/manifest/servlet/binaries?img=8659&stypen=html
63 VicHealth, BMP & Warrnambool City Council (2005). A Warrnambool Welcome: Learning from the Warrnambool Regional Migrant Relocation
Program, http://www.warrnambool.vic.gov.au/Files/Warrnambool-welcome.pdf
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Coordination of local, state and federal government support
Another area where local government services may play a role is as participants in the
coordination of service planning to meet the needs of refugee entrants alongside state and federal
government departments. One suggestion is there be further enhancement or establishment of
local settlement planning committees which feed into state-level settlement planning committees
(such as the former-Victorian Settlement Planning Committee) which feed into national-level
planning committees and back down again. As it currently stands, there is some frustration about
the lack of coordination and communication between DIAC at the federal level, and state and local
government services involved in supporting refugee entrants at a local level. This means that
decisions made at a federal level regarding refugee resettlement are not necessarily
communicated to state government services (such as health and education) which are then
responsible for providing targeted services.
The Canadian models of private sponsorship and partnerships also highlight the potential benefits
of local governments’ involvement in refugee resettlement, and particularly, encouraging citizens to
participate in sponsorship. The establishment of the Winnipeg Private Refugee Sponsorship
Assistance Program, whereby the City of Winnipeg set aside C$250,000 of municipal funds as an
assurance fund to encourage sponsorship, demonstrated an innovative model of collaboration
between the province, the municipality and private voluntary organisations.64

3.6.4 Business
The involvement of business in refugee resettlement was viewed with some scepticism within
consultations. It was generally felt that businesses are unlikely to be a source of direct financial
support for refugee resettlement in the near future (i.e. as sponsors), but that there were other
potential avenues for tapping into the networks and extensive resources of private enterprise. In
particular, ideas for harnessing greater contributions from businesses included:
• Encouraging more philanthropy towards community and volunteer-based organisations that do
provide direct services and support to refugee entrants and that are under-resourced;
• Tapping into professional associations in partnership with state and local government to
recognise the contribution of businesses that exemplify culturally inclusive practices that are
engaging effectively with refugee entrants (e.g. recognise real estate agents who work with
settlement agencies);
• Developing professional mentoring programs that link refugee entrants with business people
with common skills;
• Providing work experience opportunities for skilled refugee entrants with overseas
qualifications and experience but who have no Australian work experience;
• Working in partnership with vocational education and training providers to develop targeted
apprenticeship programs for refugee entrants; and
• Exploring business-government partnership to develop a humanitarian visa similar to the 457
visa within the skilled migration program, albeit with commensurate access to the settlement
services and supports available to other refugee entrants.
Business-government partnerships
With regards to the suggestion that a visa similar to the 457 be created within the skilled migration
program, there were mixed views from community members and service providers about how this
could be achieved both ethically and logistically. However, many of those consulted felt there was
potential for greater collaboration between government and industry and that this needed to be
proactively fostered. This was seen to be particularly important in creating more employment
pathways for the large number of refugee entrants looking for work and who are frustrated by the
lack of employment opportunities available to them (see Section 5.5). Some of the comments
included:
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We need collaborative programs between government and industry. We have problems with
lack of workers and they’re introducing 457 visas, but we have all these people who are
desperate for work and have skills. There needs to be a government-driven program to get
into big industry; no feel-good ads are going to do this. It’s about encouraging industry to
see humanitarian entrants as workers.
We need to get big employers involved and put some demands on them, i.e. if you want a
457 worker, you need to also employ a worker who came through the humanitarian
program, an apprentice, etc. The 457 visas are a cheap immigration policy and businesses
are exploiting this with no responsibility.

3.6.5 Economic participation
Community members talked extensively in the consultations about the need for employers and the
Australian Government to capitalise on the skills of people coming through the Refugee and
Humanitarian Program. Highly skilled, qualified and motivated individuals are being underutilised,
with many refugee entrants coming with skills that the Australian economy desperately needs (e.g.
the numerous cases of farming work available in rural and regional areas and highly skilled farmers
from Burma or Burundi willing and able to work).
Developing employment initiatives that assist refugee entrants to make smoother and faster
transitions into the workforce has the potential to offset some of the costs of the program. For
example, some of the benefits of facilitating employment transitions for refugee entrants that were
highlighted by consultation participants included:
• Reducing the length of time refugee entrants and families are dependent on Centrelink
payments;
• Easing demand on services (e.g. employment and other settlement services);
• Providing avenues for integration of refugee entrants into local communities; and
• Increasing the capacity of refugee entrants to financially and socially support other community
members (e.g. linking others into employment, sponsoring other family members).
Or, as one community member in Perth described:
When you are working, you can pay. We want our family to come and we are happy to pay.
It is a matter of dignity. Culturally, there is no Centrelink in Africa. We have a strong body
and can work and support our families. We just need to be given a chance to find
employment.
In terms of what sort of employment initiatives could be effective in enhancing economic
participation, suggestions included:
• Better employment advocacy – monitoring the new Job Services Australia (JSA) system to
ensure its accountability and effectiveness in working with refugee communities. This requires
targeted approaches.
• Greater level of community engagement – to build social networks (bridging social capital) that
research has shown leads to better employment outcomes65.
• Reviewing overseas skills/qualification recognition processes and how they are working for
refugee communities – e.g. better funding for bridging courses, opportunities for work
experience placements in professional fields.
This focus on economic participation as a goal and an outcome of any successful refugee
resettlement program is apparent in other resettlement states. The goal of “self-sufficiency” for
refugee entrants is strongly promoted in both Canada and the United States. In the US, the levels
of state-sponsored support for new arrivals are alarmingly low – something Australia and other
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resettlement states would never wish to replicate.66 However, to assist refugee entrants to be able
to survive in the US, community services, businesses, government and communities work together
to ensure a fast transition of new arrivals into employment. The positive aspects of this cooperation
could be examined, to assist thinking in Australia about how to increase the pace of transition to
employment for refugee entrants without harming long-term settlement objectives.

3.7. THE REFUGEE AND HUMANITARIAN PROGRAM 2010-11 AND BEYOND
The information presented in Sections 3.2 to 3.6 enables some conclusions to be drawn to the
questions posed in Section 3.1 about the form of the offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program,
resolving the tensions between family and regional and global obligations, and the potential for
greater community involvement in the resettlement process.

3.7.1 Broadening community support for refugee and humanitarian resettlement
The conclusion from RCOA’s community consultations and research is that there is a willingness
within Australia to seek ways of increasing community involvement in the refugee resettlement
process, but only if this is done as part of a strategy of expanding the resettlement program. There
is considerable goodwill which could be translated into greater financial support for refugee
resettlement and into increased voluntary involvement in settlement support.
The current approach – fully funded Refugee places and a SHP process which often sees recent
arrivals (those with least capacity to pay) subsidising the cost of resettlement (see Section 3.5.4) –
could be replaced by a system which more actively invites greater community and private
sponsorship of offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program places. Over several years, the
program could move towards a system of resettlement which includes places which are fully
funded by government and places which are partly or substantially funded by community or private
sponsors. The different models of fully funded, partly funded and privately sponsored places could
be applied across the offshore program – to the Refugee Program, the process of humanitarian
family reunion and the Special Humanitarian Program – depending on options for community
support and/or the level of need of the new entrant.
Under this system, community or private sponsors would or could be invited to:
• Cover the cost of new entrants’ travel to Australia;
• Provide voluntary post-arrival settlement support, as part of a strategy which would ensure new
entrants have access to essential specialist support services; and
• Assist new entrants in their transition into the Australian workforce.
Such a system would need to include independent assessment of the settlement practices of
community and private sponsors, as well as independent contact with each new arrival to ensure
that settlement needs are being properly addressed and that people are not being exploited or
neglected. Necessary safeguards should include the registration and monitoring of all sponsoring
bodies and the completion of minimum standards of training prior to sponsorship taking place.
In sections 3.5.4 and 4.5, we note concerns about the limited (or non-existent) settlement support
for many vulnerable Protection Visa holders. It is important – both for the individuals involved and
for the national interest – that all Refugee and Humanitarian visa holders get the best possible
opportunity to settle well in Australia. An investigation of improved community involvement in
settlement support should also include analysis of how support for vulnerable Protection Visa
holders can be enhanced.
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3.7.2 Modifications to the Refugee and Humanitarian Program
Under the current Refugee and Humanitarian program, planning is complicated by the fact that
different parts of the program are numerically dependent on each other. The number of Onshore
Protection visas has a direct impact on the SHP places available, as the two are numerically
linked. Regional quotas for the offshore program are applied in a combined manner across both
the SHP and Refugee programs. Within the SHP, “split family” applications are given priority and it
is not possible to predict in advance how many applications will be received and how these
proportions will divide between the regions. A regional quota of 33% in one region does not result
in 33% of the Refugee Program visas being allocated to that region, as rates of Refugee and SHP
visa grants vary considerably from one region to another. To achieve a regional target of 33% for
the offshore program within a given year, DIAC’s Humanitarian Branch is constantly calculating
and recalculating rates of Protection Visa grants, SHP visa grants from applicants in different
regions and resettlement referrals from UNHCR across different regions, trying to balance all this
with other factors such as the preparedness of countries of asylum to issue exit visas.
After careful consideration of the many pressures on the Refugee and Humanitarian Program and
the feedback from community consultations, RCOA believes the program can be enhanced by the
following changes:
• A break in the numerical link between the Onshore Protection program and the offshore
refugee and humanitarian resettlement processes (as outlined in section 3.5.3). Not only would
this make a much-needed delineation between Australia’s international responsibilities and
assist in promoting greater respect within Australia for the Refugee Convention, it would
improve planning of the resettlement program by removing uncertainty about offshore program
numbers.
• Changes to the family reunion process, through the development of the current “split family”
provisions into a specific Humanitarian Family Reunion visa and the consistent application of a
wider definition of “family” to include the concepts of dependency applied in UNHCR’s
Resettlement Handbook. The Humanitarian Family Reunion visa process would focus on the
reunion of immediate family and dependents (as defined by UNHCR). The development of this
visa would increase transparency, clearly signifying that the reunion of families separated by
refugee flight is a priority within the Refugee and Humanitarian Program and also a distinct
process with its own criteria.
• The application of regional targets only to the Refugee Program, allowing Humanitarian
Family Reunion visas and SHP visas to be allocated to the applicants in greatest need without
the additional restriction of a regional quota. Regional targets provide a useful planning tool for
Australia’s cooperation with UNHCR over the Refugee Program. However, as noted earlier, the
application of regional quotas to the issuing of offshore humanitarian visas considerably
complicates the planning of the Refugee Program and results in unequal access to the SHP for
high-need applicants in different regions.
• Refinements to the SHP visa determination process to enable the program to focus most
effectively on those in greatest need and to increase feedback to the public about SHP
priorities. The SHP remains an important part of the overall Refugee and Humanitarian
Program as it provides opportunities for resettlement for refugees and forcibly displaced people
who cannot access UNHCR resettlement processes despite their dire circumstances. However,
there is a strong community view that many applications for people in the most dire of
circumstances are rejected without adequate consideration of their heightened levels of
vulnerability. For those within Australia proposing members of the extended family, there are
situations in which continued separation has a very negative impact on their settlement
prospects within Australia. The SHP process could be improved by more careful consideration
of both these factors and by external input from specialist agencies (including torture and
trauma agencies) on how priority applications are selected and how feedback to SHP
proposers can be improved.
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3.7.3 Achieving more with similar resources
It was clear from RCOA’s community consultations that there is widespread understanding of the
fact that government resources have necessary limits and that the Australian Government is
unlikely to substantially increase funding for refugee settlement initiatives in coming years.
However, there is also widespread understanding of the scale of the global need for refugee
resettlement (see Sections 3.4 and 3.5) and the fact that Australia’s refugee resettlement program
was considerably more generous in the past (see Section 3.3). Australia’s wealth has, in recent
years, reached an historic high and our national economy is one of the few in the western world not
currently in recession.
With these factors in mind, participants in RCOA’s consultations expressed a strong desire for
increased opportunities for refugees to resettle in Australia, arguing that this can be achieved
without substantial increases in government funding. In addition to the increase in community
support of resettlement suggested in 3.7.1, participants felt that other options worthy of
consideration are:
• Improvements to employment support for refugee entrants, to assist new arrivals to achieve
independence of government financial support more quickly. Employment support is
canvassed in more detail in Section 5.4, with recommendations including greater scrutiny of the
effectiveness of the Job Services Australia network in meeting the specific needs of refugee
entrants.
• Exploring options to assist some refugees to take up places in the general migration
program. Such initiatives should, of course, never seek to diminish the current Refugee and
Humanitarian Program in any way nor should they attempt to force vulnerable people into
migration streams with insufficient support to meet their needs. However, the world’s 15.2
million refugees include people with some of the skills currently being sought under Australia’s
Skilled Migration program. Also, some families in Australia may, under the Family Reunion
program, be able to sponsor relatives who are refugees or have been forcibly displaced –
particularly if the Australian Government is prepared to offer higher levels of support than is
currently available under the Family Reunion program. For either or both initiatives to succeed,
it would be necessary to trial a small program initially to monitor challenges as they arise and to
allow the flexibility to refine the program accordingly.

3.7.4 Visa categories and levels of settlement support
An expansion of community support also provides an opportunity for the Australian Government to
consider revising the practice of linking settlement support to a person’s visa category. Under
current arrangements, whether a person’s travel to Australia is fully funded by government is
determined by whether or not they have been issued a Refugee or SHP visa. The level of
settlement support people receive after arrival is largely determined by whether they receive a
Refugee, SHP or Protection Visa, not on the level of settlement support they require to succeed in
Australia.
Any community organisation wishing to assist a refugee to resettle in Australia must find a person
in need of resettlement and lodge a SHP proposal with DIAC. There is no reason why a community
organisation could not sponsor a refugee nominated for resettlement by UNHCR, as currently
happens in Canada. In cases where community organisations do not have direct connections with
the people they are proposing for resettlement, it does, in fact, make more sense for UNHCR to
nominate people in need of resettlement than for Australian-based organisations to be seeking to
find people overseas with a compelling need to be resettled.
Under a revised system, the decision about who is issued a visa could become a separate decision
from how that person is supported to travel to Australia and to settle here. Future decisions about
travel costs and levels of settlement support could be based on the need of the individual entrant
and the level of capacity of the proposers or sponsors. Under this system, a SHP entrant deemed
to require it could have his or her resettlement process entirely funded by government and receive
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the full suite of funded settlement services. On the other hand, a Refugee visa entrant with the
support of a well-resourced community sponsor could be resettled at minimal cost to government
and have post-arrival settlement support limited to essential specialist services.

3.7.5 Program priorities and targets
As community support for the resettlement process expands, the offshore Refugee and
Humanitarian Program could be increased progressively. Over the past six years, Australia has
issued an average of 11,910 offshore refugee and humanitarian visas annually.67 This means that
12,000 places is an appropriate benchmark from which to begin expanding an offshore Refugee
and Humanitarian Program which is numerically distinct from the onshore Protection Visa process.
The main priorities of the Refugee Program should, as suggested earlier, be on working to resettle
refugees from protracted refugee situations and from situations of high need identified by UNHCR.
We have noted earlier the extent of the refugee crises across Africa, Asia and the Middle East and
South West Asia regions. It is appropriate, therefore, that Australia’s resettlement program
continue to have a significant focus on each of these regions. As outlined in 3.5.2. Australia has an
additional responsibility within its own region to do what it can to increase avenues for effective
protection, given the paucity of protection options in South East Asia.
In considering priorities and targets for the offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program in coming
years, RCOA proposes that:
• The core offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program (separated numerically from the
Onshore Protection program) consist of 12,000 places in 2010-11, in line with the average
number of offshore visas issued annually over the past six years.
• In addition to this, 1000 resettlement places be allocated in 2010-11 (and a similar allocation in
future years) to a targeted refugee and humanitarian resettlement strategy for refugees and
people in dire need of humanitarian resettlement in Asia (particularly South East Asia and
South Asia), as part of a longer term strategy of supporting the development of increased
opportunities for effective protection within the region. This additional allocation would increase
the offshore resettlement program in 2010-11 to 13,000 places.
• The Australian Government develop a five-year plan, building on its strategy of increasing
community involvement in the resettlement process, to increase the offshore Refugee and
Humanitarian program to 20,000 places in 2014-15.
• Of the 13,000 places allocated in 2010-11, a minimum of 6,500 places be allocated to the
Refugee Program in 2010-11 and a minimum of 5,500 places be shared according to need
between the proposed Humanitarian Family Reunion Program and the SHP. The remaining
1000 places allocated to the strategic resettlement process for the Asia region would be
divided, as needed, between the various offshore visa categories.
• Given the scale of need in the three regions, a minimum of 25% of the Refugee Program be
allocated to each of the Africa, Asia and Middle East (including South West Asia) regions over
the coming four years, with the remaining 25% allocated as required prior to the
commencement of the particular program year (after discussions with UNHCR and other
resettlement states).
The strategy outlined above would enable the further development of multi-year planning for the
Refugee Program. With greater certainty about the size of the program and notional allocation of
75% of the regional targets up to four years in advance, it would be possible to make four-year
commitments for up to 3,000 places per year for the resettlement of refugees from seriously
protracted situations.
Recommendation 1
RCOA recommends that the Australian Government begin discussions with ethnic community
organisations, volunteer groups, religious organisations, advocacy bodies, business
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representatives and settlement services to develop models of community and private sponsorship
of refugee and humanitarian resettlement, as part of a strategy of expanding the Refugee and
Humanitarian Program.
Recommendation 2
RCOA recommends that offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program numbers be determined
independently of onshore Protection Visa grants.
Recommendation 3
RCOA recommends that the current “split family” provisions of the Refugee and Humanitarian
Program be developed into a separate Humanitarian Family Reunion visa category, offering
settlement support for new arrivals. Should the above recommendation not be pursued, RCOA
recommends that the transparency of the “split family” process be improved, through the regular
public release of statistics regarding numbers of “split family” applications and visa grants and
information about how applications are being assessed.
Recommendation 4
RCOA recommends that the Australian Government apply regional targets only to the offshore
Refugee Program.
Recommendation 5
RCOA recommends that DIAC:
(a) Seek specialist advice on how heightened levels of vulnerability can best be assessed in the
SHP visa determination process; and
(b) Canvass community views on how the transparency of its SHP processes can be improved.
Recommendation 6
RCOA recommends that DIAC explore the possibility of a trial of alternative migration pathways for
small numbers of refugees and forcibly displaced people, canvassing views of UNHCR and ethnic
communities in Australia about options available, additional support required and pitfalls to be
avoided.
Recommendation 7
Noting Australia’s average annual allocation over the past six years of 11,910 offshore Refugee
and Humanitarian Program visas, RCOA recommends that, in 2010-11:
a) The core offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program consist of 12,000 places; and
b) 1000 additional places be allocated to a strategic resettlement strategy aimed at increasing
opportunities for effective protection for refugees and forcibly displaced people in the Asia
region, particularly in South East Asia and South Asia.
Recommendation 8
RCOA recommends that the Australian Government increase the offshore Refugee and
Humanitarian Program over five years from 13,000 places in 2010-11 to 20,000 in 2014-15.
Recommendation 9
RCOA recommends that the Australian Government explore multi-year planning options for the
Refugee Program including:
a) Setting minimum annual regional targets of 25% for each of the following three regions Africa, Asia and the Middle East (including South West Asia) – over the next four years, with
the remaining 25% of each year’s Refugee Program to be set prior to the commencement of
the program year after consultations with UNHCR and other resettlement states; and
b) Allocating up to 3000 places per year up to four years in advance, to enable Australia to
make long-term commitments to resettling refugees from seriously protracted situations.
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4. VISA PROCESSING AND ONSHORE PROTECTION ISSUES
4.1 INTRODUCTION
This chapter provides a brief outline of the views of consultation participants in relation to the
processing of offshore and onshore visa applications and claims under the Refugee and
Humanitarian Program, as well as matters relating to onshore protection more generally.
As in previous years, a number of serious concerns were raised regarding the processing of
offshore visa categories, including: excessively long processing times; errors recorded on forms
thwarting subsequent family reunion applications; limited access to UNHCR offices; corruption at
overseas processing points; deficiencies in pre-departure health screening arrangements; and
widespread frustration and distress in response to repeated unexplained refusals of SHP
applications.
Consistent with the traditional focus of RCOA’s submission upon the composition of the offshore
component of the Refugee and Humanitarian Program and the scope and effectiveness of
settlement services, participants’ comments in relation to Australia’s discharge of its international
protection obligations onshore were not specifically sought via structured questions. Rather,
participants were invited to nominate their priority concerns or issues of note in general terms.
In keeping with feedback provided last year, it was largely held that, notwithstanding some ongoing
difficulties, there had been a number of positive developments over the year with respect to the
mainland processing and treatment of asylum seekers. Notable amongst these were:
• The abolition of detention debts;
• The commitment to introduction of Complementary Protection;
• Amendments to work rights for asylum seekers;
• Establishment of the Community Status Resolution and Assisted Voluntary Return services as
national four-year programs;
• Eligibility of Protection and onshore humanitarian visa holders for IHSS; and
• The signing of the Optional Protocol of the Convention Against Torture.
Serious concerns persisted, however, in relation to the policy of territorial excision and the widely
held perception that, as the number of detainees has grown, conditions on Christmas Island have
deteriorated markedly, notwithstanding acknowledged efforts to improve service standards.
The following sections do not purport to provide a comprehensive overview of visa processing or
onshore protection matters, but rather reflect some of the key issues raised during the
consultations and by RCOA members over the course of 2009. It is noted that extensive
community sector feedback has been provided to Government with respect to immigration
detention, refugee status determination and arrangements for community-based asylum seekers
via input to a series of parliamentary enquiries, as well as through the Onshore Protection
Consultative Group, established early in 2009. Further to the above, the Council for Immigration
Services and Status Resolution (CISSR) is a welcome new body, tasked with advising the Minister
for Immigration and Citizenship in relation to the achievement of timely, fair and effective status
resolution for detained and community-based asylum seekers and others pursuing a migration
outcome onshore.

4.2 PROCESSING OF OFFSHORE REFUGEE AND HUMANITARIAN VISAS
4.2.1 The SHP application process
With demand far exceeding the number of SHP places, many applicants who meet the criteria set
out in the SHP still experience multiple rejections. The lack of transparency and information given
to unsuccessful SHP proposers has given rise to enormous frustration, mistrust in the Australian
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Government and people submitting multiple applications over many years. Consultation
participants again reported that DIAC continues to issue standardised rejection letters which
provide no specific information about why the application was rejected or any advice for lodging
future applications. It was clear from the comments made at some community consultations that
this absence of clear information was creating considerable confusion and suspicion about the
process. As was noted in last year’s submission, the question of DIAC’s responses to unsuccessful
SHP proposers was the subject of an adverse report by the Commonwealth Ombudsman in 2007.
The Ombudsman outlined a series of suggestions for how this issue could be addressed by the
development of standard requirements for decision letters.68

4.2.2 Access to migration advice
The shortage and inequitable distribution of pro bono migration advice to assist people not fluent in
English to complete the offshore humanitarian visa application form further complicates the SHP
application process and may lead to an unintentional skewing of the offshore program. As noted in
Section 3.3.2, SHP visa entrants make up a much smaller proportion of all refugee and
humanitarian entrants in some states and territories (Tasmania 20% and NT 26%, as compared to
NSW 62% and Victoria 58%). The lack of access to free migration advice was raised as an issue
by participants in our community consultations. One service provider, for example, receives
funding to provide Immigration Advice and Application Assistance Scheme (IAAAS) services for 12
people per annum, yet is approached by more than 450 people each year seeking migration
advice.

4.2.3 Offshore visa application processes
A number of concerns were raised during the consultation process about offshore visa application
processes. Many participants felt that there is considerable misunderstanding about the application
process for refugees offshore, particularly in relation to family reunion. It was noted that failures to
correctly complete the visa application form offshore can result in families being separated for long
periods and can significantly hamper family reunion once refugees arrive in Australia. Some
common areas of confusion cited during the consultations included:
• Arranging for one family member to submit an individual visa application on the assumption
that other family members will easily be able to "follow" them to Australia;
• Failing to list all family members on the original application form, without realising the
implications of this omission for family reunion;
• Failing to list family members who are assumed (but not confirmed) to be dead, with the result
that they may be excluded from the application process if they are later found to be alive.
It was also noted that some people can be excluded from the offshore application process because
they lack the capacity to correctly fill out the necessary application forms or advocate for
themselves – for example, those who are preliterate. Furthermore, the dependence of such
individuals on others to advocate on their behalf can become problematic. One consultation
participant, for instance, reported that as she is unable to read she could not check her application
form and later discovered that she had been listed as a widow, when in fact her husband's death
had never been confirmed.
There were some claims of corruption and discrimination in offshore processing. Some participants
reported instances of bribery and lack of transparency in the registration process. One community
representative claimed that applications to UNHCR in Pakistan are being blocked due to racism,
reporting that a translator made a death threat against an applicant for refugee status on the basis
of the applicant's ethnicity. A number of serious errors in offshore processing were also reported.
One consultation participant claimed that there have been instances of photos being swapped
during the processing of family reunion applications, with the result that the wrong people are being
"reunited". Several community representatives noted that applicants have listed false ethnicities on
68 McMillan, J. (2007). Department of Immigration and Citizenship: Notification of decisions and review rights for unsuccessful visa applications.
Commonwealth Ombudsman Report 15/2007, December, http://www.ombudsman.gov.au/files/investigation_2007_15.pdf, p. 24.
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their applications in order to secure resettlement places, for instance, non-Congolese individuals
applying as Congolese. Such errors can create confusion and conflict when refugees arrive in
Australia.
Concerns were also raised about pre-departure medical checks, with some participants noting that
failing a medical examination can result in refugees who have already been granted visas being
forced to wait months or even years before being permitted to travel to Australia. One participant
also expressed concerns about the manner in which medical checks have been carried out, citing
a past example of refugees being required to be naked during examinations. It was argued that
medical checks need to be conducted with sensitivity, particularly when clients have suffered
torture or trauma.
Finally, a number of consultation participants argued that the time taken to process offshore
applications to Australia seems unnecessarily long, noting that Australian processing appears
significantly slower than that of other resettlement countries.
Recommendation 10
RCOA recommends that DIAC improve its feedback to people whose SHP proposals are
unsuccessful, in line with recommendations of the Commonwealth Ombudsman’s Report 15/2007.

4.3 PROCESSING OF CLAIMS AND CONDITIONS ON CHRISTMAS ISLAND
Consultation participants expressed unqualified opposition to Government’s renewal, in the 2009
ALP National Platform, of its commitment to “maintaining an architecture of excised offshore
places” to support Australia’s border security regime.69 In establishing a two-tier system for
processing asylum claims which subjects unauthorised boat arrivals to a non-statutory refugee
status assessment process without judicial review, the policy is widely deemed to breach
Australia’s international protection obligations70 and, in the words of a consultation participant,
“fundamentally undermines the spirit and integrity of our overall Refugee and Humanitarian
Program”.
Participants were also gravely concerned by reports of deteriorating conditions on Christmas Island
(witnessed first-hand by some). These were felt to be largely attributable to the much-publicised
overcrowding within the immigration detention centre and facilities. Many acknowledged efforts
made by both DIAC and detention staff to improve service standards within the constraints
imposed by the remote location and limited space. Nonetheless, the consensus view of
participants was that circumstances on Christmas Island have become untenable. The specific
concerns raised with RCOA are numerous and include:
• The lack of access to appropriate levels of specialist mental health support for survivors of
torture and trauma (understood to be highly represented within current caseloads), and the lack
of appropriate facilities to accommodate people at risk of self-harm;
• The significant barriers faced by lawyers when trying to provide professional advice and
representation, and the unmanageable seven-day timeframe for lodgement of a request for
Ministerial intervention following a status review refusal;
• The insufficient availability of experienced interpreters, and concerns regarding the dangers of
burnout and vicarious trauma faced by this and other service provider groups;
• The recent reliance upon tents and demountables to manage overcrowding;
• The housing of children, including unaccompanied minors, in facilities which, whilst not
technically detention centres, are like detention centres;
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•

•

The failure to address the ongoing conflict of interest (applicable on the mainland also) which
sees the Minister perform the function of automatic guardian to unaccompanied minors, whilst
also being the arbiter of their claims; and
Difficulties relating to detainees’ access to telecommunications, religious supports and
excursions.

A further matter of concern related to ongoing confusion regarding whether Government’s Key
Immigration Detention Values are applicable on Christmas Island. While DIAC has advised that
these values will extend to Christmas Island,71 it appears likely that, irrespective of Government
intent in this regard, logistical challenges (such as the lack of available community housing) will
continue to frustrate efforts to achieve values-based standards of detention on Christmas Island
commensurate with those applicable on the mainland.
We note that detailed commentary and recommendations regarding conditions on Christmas Island
are contained within the Australian Human Rights Commissions’ report of October 200972 and that
matters related to detention on Christmas Island were also covered in the third report of the Joint
Standing Committee on Migration’s Inquiry into Immigration Detention.73
Recommendation 11
RCOA reiterates its long-standing recommendation that the Australian Government repeal the
provisions of the Migration Act relating to excised offshore places and cease all non-statutory
processing of asylum claims. Should the above not be pursued, RCOA recommends that, at a
minimum, the most vulnerable categories of asylum seekers (including survivors of torture and
trauma, unaccompanied minors and those requiring medical care) be brought to the mainland as
standard procedure for the processing of their claims, so as to ease pressures on the island and
ensure their access to appropriate services.
Recommendation 12
RCOA endorses the recommendations made in the Australian Human Rights Commission’s 2009
report on Christmas Island and recommends that those outstanding be adopted in full.

4.4 PROCESSING OF ONSHORE PROTECTION CLAIMS
4.4.1 Refugee status determination, complementary protection and Ministerial intervention
Participants noted that various aspects of the refugee status determination process are being
reviewed with a view to ensuring that principles of procedural fairness and genuine independence
are upheld.74 While these measures have been positively received, it was noted that the apparent
cessation of in-person interviews in Queensland, South Australia and Western Australia is a
retrograde step and implies application of a lower service standard in certain states. Service
providers urged that, if in-person interviews are not resumed, at minimum the interpreter always be
co-located with the client during teleconferencing in order to ease anxieties and best aid
comprehension.
Participants strongly welcomed Government’s commitment to introduce Complementary Protection
legislation, in line with the long-standing recommendation of RCOA and others. It was proposed
that training be made available to IAAAS providers along with DIAC decision makers and/or
Refugee Review Tribunal members, to aid consistent understandings of the new legislation. RCOA
notes the decision to not include coverage of statelessness and accepts that the lack of nonrefoulement provisions within the Statelessness Conventions suggest that it does not fall logically
71 See, for instance, DIAC (undated), Response to the Australian Human Rights Commission’s 2009 Immigration Detention and Offshore
Processing on Christmas Island Report, http://www.hreoc.gov.au/Human_RightS/immigration/idc2009_xmas_island_response.pdf, p. 8
72 Australian Human Rights Commission 2009, op. cit.
73 Joint Standing Committee on Migration (2009). Immigration detention in Australia Report 3: Facilities, services and transparency. Parliament of
the Commonwealth of Australia, http://www.aph.gov.au/house/committee/MIG/detention/report3/fullreport.pdf
74 Australian Labor Party 2009, op. cit., p. 94.
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within a protection framework. We welcome assurances that other policy options will be explored to
ensure establishment of migration pathways for stateless persons who do not possess other
protection related claims.75
Participants welcomed the posting to the DIAC website of an explanation of the Ministerial
intervention process, but nonetheless urged that IAAAS be made available for people making first
Ministerial intervention requests, to ensure they receive sound advice at this critical time. This
would hasten the process of status resolution, with those who are eligible under the guidelines
receiving assistance to articulate their cases, and those without compelling circumstances more
likely to choose freely to return home than if they were receiving inadequate or misleading advice.
Another matter raised with respect to Ministerial interventions was that, given that the Minister is
able to grant any visa of his choosing, on occasion the Minister will grant a visa that does not
provide access to Centrelink to a person who is vulnerable and lacking other forms of income. It
was suggested that efforts should be made to mitigate such outcomes within the Ministerial
Intervention Unit and the Minister’s office, and that people granted non-humanitarian visas by the
Minister should be considered eligible for referral to humanitarian settlement services, on a needsbasis, as is the case with Protection Visa holders.

4.4.2 Biometric testing trial
Over the course of the year biometric testing of community-based asylum seekers has commenced
in voluntary trial form, with a view to its introduction as a permanent and compulsory measure.
Some service providers have expressed alarm at various aspects of the procedure, including that:
the biometric data is to be held for 70 years; an applicant is likely to experience psychological
destabilisation or distress if advised of the procedure shortly prior to interview; an applicants’
decision not to participate during the voluntary trial stage could sway the outcome of his/her claim
as the decision-maker will have access to that information; and asylum seekers, who may be
particularly vulnerable, have been targeted over other visa category holders for participation in the
trial.
Recommendation 13
RCOA recommends that DIAC continue working with the Onshore Protection Consultative Group
and others as appropriate to refine the refugee status determination and Ministerial intervention
processes, explore avenues for responding to statelessness, and ensure that relevant training is
made available to IAAAS practitioners in addition to DIAC decision makers in advance of the
commencement of Complementary Protection.

4.5 ONSHORE RECEPTION AND STATUS RESOLUTION
As outlined above, the newly formed CISSR is now tasked with providing advice to the Minister in
relation to the achievement of timely, fair and effective status resolution for detainees and asylum
seekers and others awaiting immigration outcomes in the community. CISSR will also advise the
Minister in relation to the suitability of detention arrangements. RCOA welcomes the establishment
of this Council and the high level consideration being accorded to these important and challenging
areas of onshore policy.

4.5.1 Developments in immigration detention
RCOA commends the Australian Government on its signing and intended ratification of the
Optional Protocol to the Convention Against Torture, noting that this will introduce, over time, an
additional mechanism for the independent monitoring of detention systems.

75 Ferguson, L. (2009). Migration Amendment (Complementary Protection) Bill 2009, Second Reading Speech, House of Representatives, 9
September.
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The steps taken towards enactment of Government’s Key Immigration Detention Values have been
broadly welcomed within the sector as a positive move towards entrenchment of a fairer, riskbased approach to immigration detention. Various RCOA members have raised concerns
nonetheless that the yet to be passed Detention Reform Bill does not comprehensively codify the
detention values. They recommend in particular that the criteria for determining release from
immigration detention (a key element of the new detention framework) be further clarified – ideally
within the proposed legislation, but if not, at least within the associated regulations.
Consultation participants warmly welcomed the passage of legislation in September 2009
abolishing the practice, unique to Australia, of charging former detainees for their time in detention.
It was noted that, for many, the policy had imposed a significant psychological as well as monetary
burden, and the decision to waive all existing debts was commended.
With respect to detention facilities, a number of RCOA members have expressed concerns
regarding the medium-term placement of vulnerable asylum seekers, including unaccompanied
minors and people requiring close medical attention, in Immigration Transit Accommodation (ITA).
They suggest that ITAs are highly inappropriate environments in these circumstances, as they are
geared towards people who are in transit and are often highly distressed, and are not a stabilising
environment. As such, vulnerable non-transiting asylum seekers should never be placed in ITAs
but rather be considered for community detention arrangements or community release.

4.5.2 Arrangements for community-based asylum seekers
Participants welcomed the passage of changes to regulations governing work rights for asylum
seekers, noting immediate positive benefits to some clients – including with respect to the
associated Medicare entitlements. Several service providers noted however that many of their
clients were struggling to find employment – in some instances due to the devastating impacts of
long-term onshore destitution – and remained heavily reliant upon charities to meet their basic
subsistence needs.
The announcement in the 2009 Federal budget of the establishment of the Community Status
Resolution Service and Assisted Voluntary Return Service as four-year national initiatives was very
well received by many services working with asylum seekers. The announcement built upon the
successes of the Community Care Pilot and Community Status Resolution trial, conducted across
three states. These services engaged vulnerable DIAC clients and supported them towards the
resolution of their status, through targeted forms of assistance (including case coordination, health
and welfare support, migration advice and assisted voluntary return). As these services proceed
nationally, RCOA members who work with asylum seekers have stressed the importance of:
establishing fair and transparent referral mechanisms and assessment tools; emphasising an early
intervention approach; ensuring that clients are genuinely equipped with the information and advice
required to make an informed decision regarding their future; and adopting an empowerment
model for working with clients.
Agencies raised a concern with regards to income support, specifically related to significant delays
in DIAC’s processing of applications for the long-standing Australian Red Cross-administered
Asylum Seeker Assistance Scheme (ASAS). ASAS provides eligible asylum seekers at the primary
or merits review stage with welfare support equivalent to 89% of a Centrelink Special Benefit
payment. It was stated that processing of applications may take months, by which time clients are
often nearing the end of their eligibility period. A further concern raised related to an incongruous
criterion which excludes people from receiving an ASAS benefit if they are fit to work, even if they
do not in fact have permission to work or have not been able to obtain employment. This has
historically resulted in people who declare themselves physically and psychologically capable of
working becoming destitute and fully reliant upon charities to survive.
Some agencies which provide housing support to asylum seekers also noted that onshore
applicants face serious difficulties in securing accommodation for the duration of the processing of
their claims. One agency reported that they have regularly been compelled to refer homeless,
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traumatised asylum seekers to unsustainable and entirely inappropriate accommodation such as
homeless persons’ shelters or backpackers' hostels, due to the lack of other available housing
options.

4.5.3 Status resolution
RCOA members and other agencies working with asylum seekers were supportive of approaches
to onshore processing and reception that promote fair and timely status resolution, accompanied
by appropriate livelihood arrangements. Status resolution involves three possible outcomes: a
voluntary departure; a removal; or a grant of a substantive visa. Under a fair system: the first will
involve practical and financial assistance if required; the second will involve a pre-removal risk
assessment, confirmation that compassionate claims have been suitably weighed, with no
prospect of voluntary return and with guarantees of dignity and safety; and the third will involve
access, on a needs-basis, to settlement supports commensurate to those for an offshore refugee
or humanitarian entrant.
In relation to the latter, RCOA welcomes the decision to extend eligibility for IHSS services to
include those granted an onshore Protection Visa, Resolution of Status Visa or other onshore
humanitarian visa via Ministerial intervention, as of January 2009. We note, however, that RCOA
members have repeatedly raised concerns regarding the lack of clarity in relation to processes and
pathways for the referral of onshore refugee and humanitarian visa recipients for IHSS
assessments.
Recommendation 14
RCOA recommends that DIAC establish transparent timeframes for the processing of ASAS
applications and, in conjunction with the Australian Red Cross, consider ways in which the scheme
could be further refined, including to align more clearly with the conceptual underpinnings of the
Community Status Resolution Service.
Recommendation 15
RCOA recommends that DIAC establish transparent processes for the referral and needs-based
assessment of onshore Protection Visa and other humanitarian visa holders for IHSS services and
consider what training or briefing may be required to facilitate IHSS providers’ optimal engagement
with onshore clients.
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5. SETTLEMENT PLANNING AND SUPPORT
5.1 INTRODUCTION
Each year, RCOA’s national consultations garner community views on current challenges and
future directions in Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program. During these consultations,
participants from refugee backgrounds and those who work with them are usually keen to raise
issues relating to the efficacy of settlement planning and support, reflecting the enormous
challenges and complexities of making the transition to life in a new country.
In contributing to this submission, participants were asked to reflect particularly on any new and
emerging settlement planning and support issues experienced by refugee entrants settling in
Australia and to identify ongoing priority issues of concern. Two additional settlement themes
introduced for discussion concerned the foreshadowed changes to the IHSS and the introduction
of a new Strategic Settlement Framework, and the strengthening of post-arrival cultural orientation
(referred to as ‘settlement education’ in this submission). This chapter is therefore not meant to
represent a comprehensive review of all settlement planning and support issues; rather, it is a
snapshot of some of the key concerns that arose from this year’s consultations.

5.2 KEY THEMES FROM CONSULTATIONS
In line with the focus of this year’s consultation, much of the feedback received on settlement
planning and support related to emerging rather than ongoing issues. At the same time, many of
the same issues identified in previous submissions were highlighted as recurrent and in need of
ongoing prioritisation by government and service providers. This section highlights both ongoing
priorities and emerging issues.
Settlement issues raised in consultations were varied and depended on the background and
interests of those present at each of the consultations. Issues brought forward generally aligned
with themes raised in previous submissions, reflecting the key settlement challenges experienced
by any person making the difficult transition to life in a new country. These themes covered:
• Settlement planning and service systems;
• Settlement education;
• Employment and income support;
• Housing;
• Health;
• Education and English language training;
• Family and youth issues;
• Legal and financial issues;
• Community relations; and
• Interpreting.
Employment and housing difficulties remained the two areas that elicited the greatest amount of
feedback from those consulted, with health, education and family relationship issues also
generating considerable discussion. Some issues that emerged or became more apparent this
year included:
• The limited level of meaningful involvement and empowerment of former refugees and their
organisations within the settlement services system;
• The need for a longer-term, more systemic approach to post-arrival orientation (or settlement
education) that is targeted to the needs of different groups coming under the Refugee and
Humanitarian Program;
• Continuing frustration about the ineffectiveness of generalist employment services (particularly
Job Services Australia) in supporting refugee entrants to make the transition to work;
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Ongoing housing stress and the need for recent Federal investments in social housing to be
channelled to refugee entrants;
The limitations and difficulties in accessing mental health services for refugee entrants postIHSS;
The need for greater flexibility for refugee entrants who arrive with high levels of English
language and literacy to access funded vocational training or bridging courses instead of
AMEP hours;
Concerns that variations in targeted support for students from refugee backgrounds across
states are likely to continue or be exacerbated under the new National Education Agreement
signed at the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) meeting in November 2008 and in
the absence of a national refugee education policy;
Concerns about education and training pathways for young people of post-compulsory school
age, particularly young mothers;
Family breakdown and the need for more culturally-appropriate early intervention approaches
to supporting families in transition;
Young people becoming disengaged from families, education, training and employment due to
intergenerational conflict, homelessness, experiences of racism, unplanned pregnancy and the
absence of adult male role models;
Legal and service access issues relating to proof of identity and inaccurate documentation;
Continuing experience of discrimination in professional and personal interactions, and a desire
for the broader Australian community to understand the plight of refugees and to gain
knowledge about the countries and cultures that refugees were forced to flee; and
A lack of sustainable career pathways within interpreting and translating services
compromising the strength of these services.

The following explores these and other issues that arose from consultations in more detail.

5.3 SETTLEMENT PLANNING AND SERVICE SYSTEM
5.3.1 The new ‘Strategic Settlement Framework’
On 25 September 2009, Parliamentary Secretary for Multicultural Affairs and Settlement Services,
Laurie Ferguson, foreshadowed the introduction of a new strategic settlement framework, charting
“a continuum from offshore orientation through to long-term sustainable settlement outcomes” and
including a new model for the delivery of initial settlement services within a broader integrated
service delivery network. His speech followed completion of national consultations regarding the
existing IHSS, and precedes the announcement of the new tender round for provision of initial
settlement services, which is anticipated in early 2010.
While recognising that IHSS has generally performed well with regard to delivery of supports to
meet the immediate establishment needs of refugee entrants, Mr Ferguson noted that it has been
less successful in laying the foundations for achievement of sustainable settlement outcomes. In
his speech he also highlighted the gaps and issues that emerged out of the IHSS consultations,
including: enduring social isolation; lack of youth engagement; problems accessing viable housing;
employment and training opportunities and certain weaknesses in the delivery of cultural
orientation.
Mr Ferguson affirmed the ongoing relevance of the core components of Australia’s existing – and
internationally reputed – approach to settlement service delivery, namely: the offshore Australian
Cultural Orientation Program (AUSCO); IHSS; the post-IHSS Settlement Grants Program (SGP);
the AMEP; Complex Case Support and interpreting services. He emphasised, however, the critical
importance of these variously administered programs working cooperatively in order to effectively
support clients on “their pathways to independence”.
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In his speech Mr Ferguson presaged “wholesale improvements” in the approach to initial
settlement service delivery, with an overriding emphasis upon the development of a more flexible,
tailored, client-centred and strengths-based approach to case management, focused upon
cultivating pathways to education and employment, securing viable accommodation and
strengthening connections with other settlement and community services. Other key changes
foreshadowed within the new model include:
• More proactive hands-on engagement and increased contact hours as appropriate with
individual clients, including those within family units and those assessed as having particular
vulnerabilities;
• Exploration of flexible, innovative housing solutions, including group and other community
housing models in some instances;
• The introduction of an onshore orientation program that reinforces and builds upon the
messages delivered through AUSCO;
• Emphasis on skill development and competency-based learning and sustainable long-term
settlement outcomes, rather than on time-based service delivery;
• A stronger focus on youth;
• More effective links to other settlement and community programs and stronger connections
with community supports such as ethno-specific organisations and social and recreational
groups; and
• Simplification of the cost structure of the new program and reduction of costs associated with
administering the contracts.
In conducting the national consultations which form the basis for this submission, RCOA sought
participants’ feedback in relation to the introduction of a new Strategic Settlement Framework and
the changes foreshadowed to the IHSS, as well as what might be required to ensure the effective
implementation of these changes. While some participants expressed reluctance to comment upon
the proposed changes until further details are made available, most were very positive about the
conceptual underpinnings, priorities and specific observations set out in Mr Ferguson’s speech.
Many were gratified to see concerns that they had raised and ideas that they had broached during
the IHSS consultations reflected within it. Elements that were particularly well-received included:
• The emphasis upon adoption of a flexible, strengths-based and client-centred case
management model;
• The focus upon competency-based learning and achievement of long-term sustainable
settlement outcomes, specifically including cultivation of educational and employment
pathways;
• The recognition that settlement is generally a process of extended duration and the greater
flexibility regarding timeframes for exiting of programs;
• The recognition of and responsiveness to specific client vulnerabilities;
• The focus upon streamlining of referrals and service delivery, and enhanced collaboration
amongst providers;
• More proactive engagement with and tailoring of support to clients, including young people and
individuals generally within family units; and
• The greater emphasis upon connecting clients with local communities and services.
One participant described the speech as “pioneering” and potentially an immensely significant
juncture in Australia’s approach to settlement. Nonetheless, this and many other participants
questioned how the new initiatives would be financed, noting that the expenses associated with
implementation would likely greatly exceed those of the current time-restricted and less individually
tailored model.
Other key observations and queries made by multiple participants included:
• The importance of ensuring that there be uniform eligibility for services for all refugee and
humanitarian entrants (notwithstanding the tailoring of service intensity and focus to suit
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individually assessed need), irrespective of their mode of arrival to Australia, namely, whether
they were granted a fully-funded or a sponsored visa, or an offshore or onshore visa.
The importance of ensuring that, notwithstanding location-specific variables that do not
disadvantage clients, commensurate standards be applied for settlement service delivery and
competency-based outcomes, regardless of whether services are delivered wholly or in part by
volunteers.
The need to ensure that, wherever engaged, volunteers are appropriately trained, managed
and recognised, with the suggestion put that there be a national accreditation process for
settlement volunteers.
Queries regarding how DIAC proposes to ameliorate the concerns that have been raised on
numerous occasions about the impact of competitive tendering and engagement of commercial
providers upon settlement services. These included: How will collaborative engagement across
services be compelled and regulated? What role could case conferencing play? Could this be a
mandated aspect of contracts? What guarantees are able to be provided regarding the future
engagement of experienced providers, with proven track records, that are genuinely able to
commit to client interests being paramount within their model for service delivery?
The critical importance of recognising that a strategic settlement framework requires a wholeof-government approach, and that this in turn requires government leadership to develop the
infrastructure and formal agreements to facilitate its implementation, including participation of
relevant agencies across all tiers of government.

5.3.2 The involvement of refugee entrants in settlement
A strong theme that emerged from consultations this year concerned refugee entrants being seen
only as victims or clients rather than as people with skills and abilities who are able to contribute
positively to the Australian community. Consultations involving former refugees highlighted the
frustration and disempowerment of communities who felt excluded from the settlement service
sector. As one participant commented, “It’s like the government doesn’t trust refugee
communities”. This deficit model made people who had come through the Refugee and
Humanitarian Program feel that they were only ever perceived as a burden (or source of funding)
by both service providers and the broader community, and that their skills and experience were
largely untapped. Many felt that refugee entrants and their community organisations had the
potential to offer an enormous amount to the settlement services sector if given the opportunity.
This frustration is also borne out in research which suggests that, within refugee resettlement
planning and policy, remarkably little attention has been given to understanding the experiences
and priorities from refugee entrants’ own perspectives. Such neglect frequently results in
ineffective institutional responses not only in settlement but also in social and health services for
newcomers.76
The recent work of Peter Westoby at the University of Queensland (Social Work) underscores the
importance of community capacity in effective settlement.77 Westoby offers a framework for
considering issues of trauma and cultural connection and suggests that what is most important is
to support the re-establishment of migrant community structures and dynamics that would allow
many settlement issues to be addressed by communities themselves. Those that are not
addressed would be distilled for treatment in the mainstream service sector. This work reinforces
the calls from community organisations formed by refugee entrants for a more formal and
recognised role in resettlement.
Comments from consultation participants included:
Refugee communities need to be involved in the resettlement process because they know
and understand their own people and have skills and knowledge in this area, so they should
76 Suarez-Orozco, M.M. (1997). “The cultural psychology of immigration.” In Ugalde, A. & Cardenas, G. ( eds). Health and Social Services among
International Labor Migrants: A Comparative Perspective (pp. 131-150). Austin, TX: Center for Mexican American Studies, University of Texas.
77 Westoby, P. (2009). The Sociality of Refugee Healing: In dialogue with Southern Sudanese refugees resettling within Australia. Common Ground
Publishers.
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be allowed to have a say in the process. Community members would be prepared to
undertake training. A lot of the [settlement] assessment and planning is done by people who
are disconnected from the communities they are working with.
Humanitarian entrants need to be engaged in this process not as helpless members of the
community but as people who have agency and have a lot to contribute in their own
settlement process… I believe that if the Australian community and humanitarian entrants
are engaged in the process of settling humanitarian entrants at the local level, suspicion and
misinformation will be eradicated nationally.
It is important to give refugee communities the resources and the skills to mobilise. Most of
the communities want to help out when new community members arrive.
At the same time, both service providers and former refugee themselves raised concerns about the
need to manage the challenges and conflicts of settlement service provision driven by ethnic
community organisations. These concerns centred largely on how to manage intra-community
politics and ensuring there is transparency, quality and accountability in any ethnic communitydriven service. It should be noted that these are not concerns unique to ethnic community
organisations and could equally be levelled at any other (funded) players in the current settlement
service sector. Further, these risks can be mitigated to some extent with careful planning,
accountability measures, organisational capacity building initiatives and the development of
partnerships of support.

5.3.3 Regional and rural settlement
Commentary on regional and rural settlement varied at each consultation, with positive stories of
successful resettlement shared as well as caution over treating rural settlement as a panacea to all
issues for refugee entrants settling in Australia. There have also been a number of pilot programs
targeting resettlement of refugee entrants in regional and rural areas in Australia in addition to
community-driven SHP settlement in these areas and many have been trialled and evaluated in the
past decade.78 While further research is ongoing, a number of themes have emerged from the
official and informal programs and from the experiences of both former refugees and of host
communities.
Agencies and community representatives from regional and rural locations in each state and
territory highlighted success stories from their local areas. The Loddon Campaspe Multicultural
Services (formerly Bendigo Regional Ethnic Communities Council) offered their local experience of
regional resettlement, with over 200 refugee entrants from the Karen community settling in the
Greater Bendigo area since December 2007, through either secondary migration or relocation from
other Australian cities and towns or through sponsorship to Bendigo from Thai refugee camps.
Settlement services have been developed in response to the needs of the Karen community and
include: a support and mentoring program for each newly arrived family; a tailored training and
employment program and a variety of seminars and group classes targeted to specific needs (e.g.
women’s groups, conversational English, navigating the transport system). The consultations
revealed many more examples of communities and settlement services developing innovative
programs and practices to suit the needs of local refugee entrants.
Feedback from this year’s and past years’ consultations – supported by the evidence presented in
the research reports mentioned previously – points to a number of key components for successful
settlement in regional and rural areas. These components include: a well-planned and integrated
approach to settlement (including appropriate services and sufficient numbers of refugee entrants);
a view to long-term and sustainable settlement outcomes; a strategy that incorporates initial,
secondary and sponsored settlement; a well-prepared and consulted host community; pathways to
employment for new arrivals; and a role (optimally, a funded one) for local government – with
coordination among all three tiers of government – to play in planning and delivering the program.

78 See the Regional Settlement Working Group of the Refugee Resettlement Advisory Council’s (RRAC) annotated bibliography of research on
regional settlement issues, published in October 2009, at http://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/docs/current/Regional_Settlmt_bibliography.pdf
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While these components are considered vital to successful regional and rural settlement, the
necessity to allow for flexible, locally-devised approaches was also expressed in the consultations.
With this flexibility, however, was also an acknowledgement from settlement providers that
expertise and past learnings should be shared, as regional and rural areas often have limited
resources. Some towns have developed expertise in certain areas of need, and this expertise
should be shared with other rural regions rather than each having to “reinvent the wheel”. One
example of good practice is the Refugee Health Clinic run out of Coffs Harbour Base Hospital. The
often complex health needs of humanitarian arrivals are well managed though several best
practice models, including comprehensive initial health assessment tools to enable GPs to pinpoint
specific symptoms not commonly seen in mainstream illnesses. Another example of innovative
training to meet workplace demand in regional areas is the MAGIC (Mature Aged Workers Giving
in Care) program, developed in the Hunter region of NSW to place mature-age workers in
sustainable employment. While not specifically targeted at refugee entrants, this program has been
used to good effect by agencies assisting refugee entrants into employment.79
While there were a number of success stories noted at the consultations, the challenges were also
highlighted. With smaller refugee entrant populations, many services fail to meet critical mass to be
eligible to receive particular funding or services. For instance, the settlement agency in Bendigo
(Victoria) drew attention to the lack of a Refugee Health Nurse in the area even though there was a
recognised need for specialised assistance, and agencies in Armidale, NSW gave the example of
valuable programs like Families in Cultural Transition not being available because of the smaller
population. These critical mass issues support the need for well-planned regional settlement.
However, smaller populations (both of refugee entrants and the broader community) were seen by
some consultation participants as advantageous to settlement, with the likelihood that services
would more often be integrated and service providers more likely to coordinate (e.g., training and
employment services in Launceston working together so that refugee entrants have skills relevant
to employment opportunities in the area).
Agencies in rural areas and former refugees settling in these places noted a significant difference
between regional and metropolitan areas in terms of the how settlement issues are prioritised.
Access to driving instruction and ultimately, a driver’s licence, was highlighted as a priority for
refugee entrants settling in all regional cities, as public transport is difficult to access for work,
education, medical appointments or daily errands. Identifying these priorities involves coordination
and communication among refugee entrants, service providers, local ethnic community
organisations and local government.
In this year’s consultation process, RCOA sought specific input on the potential role of local
government within the settlement process. Responses by both local government representatives
and other participants ranged from acknowledging the significant influence that local government
can have on community wellbeing to wariness about expecting more from local government
without sufficient funding. It was widely acknowledged in regional and rural areas that local
councils can play an important facilitation role. As a local council representative in Tasmania
observed, “local governments are not running the show; they just make sure that the show runs”.
Local councils can take the lead in setting a positive tone for the entire community in welcoming
and supporting refugee entrant arrivals and in encouraging individual and neighbourhood
participation in social activities.80
Both settlement agencies and community representatives reinforced the importance of the
employment pathways component of regional and rural settlement. Many local rural and regional
communities welcome the skills that new humanitarian arrivals bring, not least the supply of able
79

For more information about the MAGIC program, see Community Services and Health Industry Skills Council (2008), MAGIC Program,
https://www.cshisc.com.au/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=95&Itemid=170
80 See the Port Phillip Council’s (Vic) Small Poppy Neighbourhood Grant Program
(http://www.ourcommunity.com.au/files/network/GMQJune2008.pdf) and the City of Sydney’s Local Action Plans Matching Grants Program
(http://www.ourcommunity.com.au/files/network/GMQMarch2008.pdf) as two examples funding available to small groups of local citizens to enable
community activities.
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agricultural labour to meet current shortfalls. An IHSS service provider in a rural NSW town has
collected statistics on its clients and found that 74% of their clients had engagement with the labour
market within their first 12 months. Service providers also indicated that there is often more
potential for small business enterprise to begin in regional towns, where local stakeholders are
more willing to engage with the skill sets humanitarian entrants bring and how they meet local
demand. A service provider from rural NSW gave the example of pathways provided by local
residents when two African clients sought to import traditional clothes and market them in
Australia. The then Job Network would not refer these entrants to the New Enterprise Incentive
Scheme (NEIS) program, citing insufficient English as a barrier. A private Registered Training
Organisation instead provided small business training for these two entrants, and they were able to
earn Certificate III and IV qualifications.
From both the recent research and RCOA’s consultations, a number of key themes have emerged
with regard to refugee entrant settlement in regional and rural areas. These include:
• Building on RCOA’s “Refugee Welcome Zone” initiative, now adopted by 72 local councils
around Australia;
• Developing a tool kit to be used by new regional settlement locations to provide guidance to
areas settling refugee entrants for the first time;
• Refining roles and responsibilities of proposer groups; and
• Commissioning further research into which refugee groups have settled best in regional areas
and into successful approaches to secondary settlement into regional areas.

5.3.4 Eligibility and access to settlement services by SHP entrants
As in previous years, many consultation participants raised concerns about the ongoing disparity in
eligibility for on-arrival settlement services for people coming under the SHP compared with
Refugee Program entrants. With the new IHSS contracts set to go out to tender in early 2010, the
new Settlement Services Framework (see Section 5.3.1 above) has not explicitly foreshadowed the
eligibility to on-arrival services for those coming under different streams of the Refugee and
Humanitarian Program.
Concerns regarding the impact of a lack of eligibility for settlement services for SHP entrants were
reiterated in this year’s consultations, with concerns including:
• The lack of accountability applied to SHP proposers: some consultation participants were
concerned about the issue of proposers who did not have the capacity to provide the
appropriate level of information and support to those they were proposing. One participant
commented that, under the current approach, proposers will say they can do what is required
and this is not followed up. There is no due diligence by DIAC to check up on a proposer’s
stated capacity to provide support.
• Strained or exploitative relationships between SHP proposers and entrants. This concern has
been raised in previous submissions81, particularly the lack of support for SHP entrants who
have a more tenuous or distant relationship with their proposer, and where sponsorship and
airfare debts are passed on from the proposer to the new entrant.
• SHP entrants not receiving adequate information or referral to available services due to a
proposer’s lack of knowledge of systems or decision to withhold information. For example, one
service provider described how a proposer who sponsored his wife did not want her to access
a particular health service and so withheld information that would have enabled her to address
a particular health concern.
In addressing these and other concerns, those consulted emphasised the need for a more
extensive on-arrival assessment of SHP entrants’ needs that is not filtered by or through
proposers. Moreover, some consultation participants believed that IHSS-funded services should
coordinate the support for SHP entrants in partnership with proposers, making referrals or
providing appropriate services where proposers are unable to. This would require IHSS service
81

See RCOA 2009, Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program 2009-10, op. cit., Section 4.3.
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providers to be funded to provide appropriate supports to SHP entrants after a needs assessment
has been undertaken. At the end of 12 months, a competency-based assessment should be
undertaken to ensure that both SHP and Refugee entrants had received appropriate information
and basic services to facilitate long-term positive settlement outcomes, regardless of who has
provided this support (through a proposer or funded service provider).

5.3.5 Funding models
With two of the larger settlement services contracts (IHSS and AMEP) currently or shortly out for
tender, and the SGP open for yearly review, many of the settlement service providers consulted
raised ongoing concerns relating to DIAC funding models. These issues have been raised in
previous years’ submissions, with concerns including:
• The need for flexibility and longer-term eligibility for SGP services for refugee entrants that
takes into consideration the complexity of settlement experiences and the lack of culturallycompetent mainstream services equipped to deal with this complexity.
• The inefficiencies of short-term funding arrangements under the SGP. As one service provider
described, “One year funding means no security of tenure, no career paths, and the quality of
services cannot be maintained. Half of the time we spend starting a project, half the time
ending a project, and the rest of the time writing funding applications!” This issue has been
raised repeatedly in previous years.
• Competitive tendering resulting in a lack of collaboration between service providers and the
under-cutting of service costs and quality.
• The pushing out of smaller community organisations with specialised skills, expertise and links
to communities by larger (for-profit and not-for-profit) organisations that can under-cut the costs
of delivering services because of economies of scale.
Two emerging issues relating to funding of settlement services highlighted in this year’s
consultations centred on accountability measures and disparities between the costs of delivering
services in regional and rural areas compared to metropolitan areas. With regards to
accountability, services expressed frustration at the onerous accountability measures imposed on
organisations. One service provider suggested that there should be a system where, once an
organisation has proven its accountability, reporting measures should drop off in subsequent
years. For example, some organisations have been delivering similar services for many years, and
yet still need to provide pages and pages of accountability measures. As one participant described,
“There is no trust and this results in a waste of time and resources”.
Some services in rural and regional areas also raised the concern that current funding models do
not account for the different contexts in which settlement services are provided. Currently, funding
for settlement services is provided on a per capita basis. As one service provider in regional
Queensland described:
This is problematic as the work is much more intensive in rural areas, particularly making
referrals. This results in high stress on settlement services, because they have to do much
more engagement with and upskilling of mainstream services. There is no recognition of the
intensive capacity building role played by settlement services in regional areas in linking
clients with mainstream services.
It was suggested that the kinds of funding models introduced for services working with Indigenous
communities could be explored with regards to settlement service funding models in regional and
rural areas, with a funding formula weighted for remote and regional services working with refugee
entrants.
Recommendation 16
RCOA recommends that there be uniform eligibility criteria, settlement service standards and
measures of successful outcomes applied across the full network of services within the new
strategic settlement framework, for all refugee and humanitarian entrants, irrespective of whether
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their visa was granted onshore or offshore or under a fully-funded or sponsored component of the
Refugee and Humanitarian Program.
Recommendation 17
RCOA recommends that the new strategic settlement framework incorporate mechanisms to
compel and regulate collaboration among providers, including professional standards of
communication, and streamlined, appropriately-timed client referrals.
Recommendation 18
RCOA recommends that consideration be given to the establishment of a national accreditation
process for volunteers and that mechanisms be introduced to ensure the appropriate management
and recognition of volunteers within the new framework.
Recommendation 19
RCOA recommends that the need for a whole-of-government
recognised, and that DIAC exercise leadership in developing the
implementation, including the establishment of relevant agreements
state/territory and local tiers of government, as the foundation
contracted service providers.

approach to settlement be
infrastructure to facilitate its
and key relationships across
for further engagement by

Recommendation 20
RCOA recommends that DIAC develop a strategy to enhance the supported engagement of ethnic
community organisations in the provision of settlement services.

5.4 SETTLEMENT EDUCATION
5.4.1 The need for post-arrival orientation
The consultation process revealed that there is a strong consensus on the need for improved postarrival orientation for newly-arrived refugee and humanitarian entrants. Both service providers and
refugee entrants stressed the importance of effective orientation to the achievement of positive
settlement outcomes. There was universal agreement that the five-day pre-departure AUSCO
Program realistically can serve only as an introduction to life in Australia and that the bulk of the
formal orientation process must occur after arrival.
It became evident through the consultation process that there is some confusion about the term
“cultural orientation”. Some participants interpreted cultural orientation as being solely concerned
with cultural issues, while others viewed cultural orientation as a broader process of practical life
skills training. In light of this confusion, one participant proposed that the term “post-arrival cultural
orientation” be replaced with “settlement education”. It was suggested that this latter term more
clearly articulates the dimensions and extent of the undertaking as it encompasses all aspects of
settlement, including both cultural issues and practical skills training. The new term could thus help
to eliminate the confusion surrounding the precise nature of the orientation process.
The agencies and community representatives consulted emphasised that refugee entrants are
expected to learn an enormous amount of new information within a very short time period during
the early phase of settlement. It was reported that refugee entrants often experience an
“information overload” in the months immediately after arrival, with the result that much of the
information conveyed to them during this time is not fully absorbed. Consultation participants also
noted that the information conveyed to refugee entrants during these initial months often lacks
context, as some issues may not be encountered until well after the first six months of settlement.
It was observed that, if new arrivals do not have an immediate practical application for the
information conveyed during this period, they may fail to recognise its relevance. It was therefore
argued that there is a need for regular reinforcement of information over a longer time period, not
only to ensure that settlement information is fully absorbed, but also to ensure that it is conveyed in
a manner which takes into account the evolving settlement needs of refugee entrants over time.
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Concerns were raised during the consultations for a number of groups who are in particular need
of settlement education. One community representative noted that current orientation programs
tend to be pitched at the head of the household, with the result that women and young people may
miss out on crucial information either because they are isolated from settlement services or
because the information is not conveyed in an appropriate manner. Onshore applicants were also
highlighted as being in need of post-arrival settlement education, as they do not take part in the
pre-departure AUSCO program and thus may miss out on some aspects of orientation programs
entirely. Special Humanitarian (SHP) visa holders were similarly nominated as a group at risk of
missing out on effective orientation, as they may also lack access to the pre-arrival AUSCO
program. Additionally, the fact that SHP entrants rely on their proposers for information was
highlighted as problematic, as it is difficult to guarantee that proposers will communicate all
necessary information. It was also observed that many proposers of SHP entrants are still facing
settlement challenges of their own, with the result that they may lack the capacity to offer
comprehensive orientation.

5.4.2 Issues for inclusion in settlement education
The issues nominated for inclusion in settlement education generally fell into two categories. The
first of these was parenting and family relationships, encompassing issues such as conflict
resolution between parents and children, intergenerational relationships, gender roles, women’s
rights and domestic violence. It was noted that this category of orientation has an important
preventative element in that it can help to avert family breakdown and prevent domestic violence
from occurring.
The second category was generally described as “life skills training” and encompassed those
issues related to day-to-day life in Australia, with an emphasis on the skills necessary for
successful settlement. Some of the key issues included:
• Tenancy rights and responsibilities;
• Financial management, including realistic budgeting, the Australian banking system and the
implications of loans and credit cards; and
• Australian law, in particular road rules and areas of law (such as child protection) which may
differ between new arrivals’ countries of origin and Australia. Indeed, it was noted that some
new arrivals may be unaware that Australian law is enforceable, given that the law may be
ineffectively enforced in their countries of origin.
It was noted that particular topics are likely to be more relevant to some groups than others; for
instance, information on women’s health issues is primarily relevant to women, while information
on pensions and concessions is relevant to elderly participants. As such, while some issues have
general relevance to all refugee entrants, the specific issues for inclusion in settlement education
sessions are likely to vary according to the needs of the target group.

5.4.3 Delivering settlement education programs
Feedback from the consultations suggested that there is considerable scope for including elements
of settlement education in the IHSS, AMEP and SGP programs. Among the various services
currently offered under these programs, there are some excellent examples of approaches to
settlement education. A brief profile of one such program, run by ACCES Services Inc in Logan,
Queensland can be found below.
The current examples of settlement education differ considerably and no single model could
immediately be applied to all parts of Australia, given differences in settlement patterns. It was
continually emphasised throughout the consultations that settlement education should be tailored
to the specific needs of refugee entrants in a particular context. New arrivals have vastly different
educational backgrounds – some are illiterate in their own language and have no knowledge of
English, while others are tertiary educated and highly skilled – and as such, different educational
strategies are required for different groups. It was also noted that the specific content of settlement
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education programs should differ according to settlement location, as issues can differ greatly
between states and between metropolitan and regional areas.
However, by specifying clearer expectations of the orientation which should take place as part of
these programs and encouraging the sharing of good models of orientation programs, RCOA
believes that DIAC could, over time, support the development of a shared national approach to
settlement education. Specific measures to improve settlement education services could include
incorporating orientation provisions into the tendering requirements for the IHSS, AMEP and SGP
programs and conducting concentrated research into best practice examples of settlement
education from around Australia.
CASE STUDY: ACCES Services Inc’s Hub 82
It is widely known that the lack of knowledge of the English language for refugee entrants is an
indicator of social exclusion. The Hub at ACCES Services Inc aims to enhance English literacy and
social skills for newly arrived children and adults. It does this by providing services such as crosscultural training and information sessions on Centrelink, housing and parenting. The Hub has also
adopted a holistic approach to learning life skills such as budgeting, personal hygiene and nutrition.
The Hub is viewed by new arrivals as a non-threatening environment for the introduction of English
language courses and as a place which can help refugee entrants overcome the isolation that can
occur in early settlement. It is believed that better informed refugee entrants become more
independent when navigating the complexities of their new lives in Australia.
An important component of the program is the integration of children into school, a program which
aims to lower the level of anxiety when children separate from their parents and to address
behavioural issues such as aggression and confusion. Hub locations are specifically placed in
close proximity to local schools. Professional development is also offered to school staff and
refugee entrants’ participation is encouraged in school events as it enhances the community’s
development. The program is essential and innovative and the need for funding is imperative so
that the services provided by the Hub can still be enjoyed by families who are yet to arrive.
A number of forums were proposed for the delivery of settlement education programs. Schools
were highlighted as a possible setting, as they provide opportunities for interaction between
refugee entrants and the broader community and allow parents to learn alongside their children.
Community language schools, being venues where adult refugee entrants regularly wait while their
children are in class, were similarly highlighted as suitable forums. Cluster or group housing
arrangements were also put forward as a potential option, offering a centralised and comfortable
environment in which such programs could be delivered and providing ready access to peer
learning. In RCOA’s youth consultations, it was suggested that contexts which allow for
socialisation with other young people, such as sporting events, concerts and school environments,
would be ideal sites for the delivery of youth settlement education programs. It was also noted that
such events have the added benefit of providing opportunities for newly arrived young people to
build friendships and social networks.
Several service providers and community representatives contended that settlement education
should be mandatory, as a means of ensuring that key settlement information is communicated to
all new arrivals. There were also some suggestions that orientation could be linked to citizenship,
that is, the completion of orientation sessions could serve as an alternative means of obtaining
Australian citizenship. It was argued that such a system would provide an incentive for the
completion of orientation sessions and would have a stronger relevance to new arrivals than the
Citizenship Test.

82

Summary of a presentation delivered by Margaret Neil, Director of Social Participation and Settlement Services at ACCES Services Inc, at RCOA
public forum on 17 November 2009. http://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/docs/general/09AGM_forum_synopsis.pdf
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5.4.4 The role of refugee entrants in program design and delivery
A strong theme to emerge from consultations with community representatives was the importance
of involving former refugees in the design and delivery of settlement education programs.
Community representatives repeatedly stressed that refugee entrants have first-hand knowledge of
the refugee experience and thus have an intimate understanding of the needs of new arrivals. It
was also noted that community members are better equipped to communicate with new arrivals in
their own language and in a culturally-appropriate manner. An example of a good model that
involved former refugees in the design and delivery of settlement education was the migrant
mentoring component of the Tasmanians Talking initiative, described in the following case study.
CASE STUDY: Tasmanians Talking 83
The Tasmanians Talking project, managed by the University of Tasmania (UTAS) and funded by
DIAC through the Living in Harmony (now Diverse Australia) program, aims to facilitate friendship
and social networks between established communities and emerging communities in Tasmania.
The Migrant Mentoring component of the program endeavours to address inconsistencies that
often occur in migrants’ orientation to life in Australia and assist newly-arrived migrants to
successfully manage the challenges of settlement.
In developing the Migrant Mentoring program, UTAS conducted a series of focus groups with
former migrants to identify gaps in post-arrival information provision and discuss strategies for
delivering settlement information more effectively. Based on this feedback, UTAS developed a
series of seven information sessions covering a variety of settlement issues:
• Pre-conceptions and community
• Employment
• Parenting and relationships (including freedoms and responsibilities, Centrelink payments,
conflict resolution strategies and intergenerational issues)
• Law
• Finances
• Education
• Health (including nutrition and exercise)
The sessions are delivered by two facilitators: one a former migrant with first-hand knowledge of
the settlement process and the other an expert on the topic. The sessions are delivered in small
groups, with participants belonging to the same language or ethic community, so as to create
opportunities for dialogue and conversational learning.
Some settlement workers expressed concerns about refugee entrants being solely responsible for
settlement education (as part of the responsibility of SHP proposers), stressing that it is important
to ensure that community members impart all necessary information. The importance of building
links between refugee entrants and the wider Australian community through orientation processes
was also emphasised.

5.4.5 ‘Two-way’ cultural orientation
A final suggestion raised during the consultation process was that settlement education should be
a two-way process. As an important complement to programs aiming to familiarise refugee
entrants with Australian culture, it was argued that programs should be developed to educate the
broader Australian community about the refugee experience, the cultures of refugee entrants and
their contributions to Australian society. It was also suggested that settlement workers and other
service providers who work with refugee entrants should undergo “cultural orientation” in the form
of cultural awareness training, so as to improve communication and understanding between
service providers and their clients.
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University of Tasmania (2009). Tasmanians Talking, http://www.tastalking.utas.edu.au/
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Recommendation 21
RCOA recommends that DIAC conduct or commission a review of current post-arrival orientation
processes for refugee and humanitarian entrants to develop models of best practice. Particular
attention should be given to models which meet the needs of those more likely to miss out on
comprehensive settlement education, including women, young people, Protection Visa holders and
SHP entrants.
Recommendation 22
RCOA recommends that DIAC work towards developing an overarching settlement education
strategy to be delivered progressively to refugee and humanitarian entrants through the AUSCO
program, IHSS, AMEP and SGP.

5.5 EMPLOYMENT AND INCOME SUPPORT
The barriers to refugee entrants securing meaningful employment were a priority concern that reemerged through this year’s consultations, particularly for those who were occupationally wellestablished prior to coming to Australia. Many community participants expressed great frustration
that their skills, experience and motivation to work were not fully appreciated in Australia, even
after many years. The related financial and psychosocial repercussions associated with being
under-employed or unemployed were reiterated across consultations in all states and territories.
The main barriers to employment identified through consultations and research84 include:
• Lack of Australian work experience;
• Lack of appropriate services to support employment transitions;
• Discrimination and racism;
• Downward mobility and the pressure to accept marginal and insecure employment;
• Problems with recognition of overseas skills, qualifications and experience;
• Lack of knowledge of Australian workplace systems and culture;
• Lack of English proficiency;
• Pressure to juggle employment and domestic responsibilities (particularly for women);
• The refugee experience and resettlement issues;
• Limited access to transport and affordable housing close to employment; and
• Lack of qualifications.
Without going into the detail of each of these barriers, five key themes related to employment that
were discussed in some detail in this year’s consultations centred on concerns about qualification
and skills recognition processes, the ineffectiveness of mainstream employment services, transport
barriers, self-employment and income support.

5.5.1 Qualification and skills recognition
As outlined in previous years’ submissions, one of the persistent challenges that compromises the
capacity of refugee entrants to obtain and maintain suitable employment is the difficulty associated
with overseas qualifications and skills recognition. Research supports the views raised in
consultations that a significant proportion of the refugee entrant population were occupationally
well-established prior to arriving in Australia.85 Many refugee entrants hold tertiary qualifications
and/or have had many years experience in specialist vocations. As one Liberian community
member in a Perth consultation commented:
84 RCOA, Working together: Supporting refugee communities through sustainable employment pathways, (to be published in 2010); Kyle, L.,
Macdonald, F., Doughney, J. & Pyke, J. (2004). Refugees in the labour market: Looking for cost-effective models of assistance. Melbourne:
Ecumenical Migration Centre, Brotherhood of St Laurence, http://www.bsl.org.au/pdfs/refugees_in_labour_market.pdf
85 Results from the 2006 Australian Census show, for example, that 38.8% of Sudanese, 36.9% of Iraqis and 33.7% of Afghans held post-highschool-level qualifications, as compared with 52.5% of the general Australian population. See DIAC (2007). Community Information Summaries:
Sudan, Iraq, Afghanistan. Commonwealth of Australia, http://www.immi.gov.au/media/publications/statistics/comm-summ/summary.htm.
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I had worked 26 years as an electrician in my country, and in Australia they tell me I need to
do more skills education for four years! I have 10 children and get $300 a week from
Centrelink. I can’t afford to study for four years.
The obstacles encountered by skilled refugee entrants in having prior experience and qualifications
recognised include:
• Prohibitive costs for bridging courses and supplementary examinations. Many refugee entrants
could have their qualifications recognised through a simple completion of additional courses or
examinations, but the high cost of undertaking these processes can place them beyond the
reach, as new entrants cope with other financial pressures. Often upgrading qualifications is
delayed because pressing financial needs leave no option but to enter the low-skilled labour
market, from which many former refugees never re-emerge.
• Limitations on translation services. Refugee entrants receive only a limited number of free
document translations. Not uncommonly, documents evidencing qualifications exceed this
number and require full translation to be useful, not the partial translations generally provided.
• Refugee entrants are placed in a situation where they are required to demonstrate Australian
workplace experience before being considered eligible for employment but are unable to obtain
the jobs that will provide them with that experience. Some have extensive and relevant work
experience overseas, but this is not recognised by employers.
• Research has indicated that there are overly complex processes and structures across national
and state regulatory bodies that prevent qualifications and experience from being recognised.86

5.5.2 Employment services
Frustrations about the ineffectiveness of existing generalist employment services – and particularly
Job Services Australia (formerly Job Network87) providers – were again highlighted in consultations
this year. For example, comments from participants in Melbourne included:
There are jobs where, even if you don’t speak English, someone can do perfectly. But when
we go to Job Network they are not recognising this and they say you have to do more
English. But when people go independently to get these jobs, they get the job! So Job
Network [sic] are doing nothing! At Job Network [sic] they just fill out forms and it’s not very
effective. This effectiveness needs to improve.
There is a problem with the Job Network [sic] approach and the way that effectiveness of is
evaluated.
Recent literature has also highlighted the lack of services targeted at labour market integration that
can provide the support needed to facilitate employment transitions for refugee entrants.88 With
regards to generalist employment services that are meant to support refugee entrants to make the
transition into work, a number of studies have highlighted the deficiencies of the former-Job
Network and the poor employment outcomes achieved by this group of jobseekers.89 Although a
new employment services model was introduced in 2009 and any evaluation of the efficacy of this
model is some way off, many of the previous concerns raised regarding the old Job Network model
are likely to be equally pertinent to the new JSA model. Indeed, most community members did not
or could not distinguish between the former Job Network and the current JSA. There concerns
included:
86

Joint Standing Committee on Migration (2006). Negotiating the maze: Review of arrangements for overseas skills recognition, upgrading and
licensing. Commonwealth of Australia, www.aph.gov.au/house/committee/mig/recognition/prelims.htm
87 The Job Network was replaced by Job Services Australia in mid-2009. Research pertains to the earlier Job Network services model. Community
members consulted did not distinguish between current Job Services Australia and the former Job Network.
88 See Flanagan, J (2007). Dropped from the moon: the settlement experiences of refugee communities in Tasmania. Social Action and Research
Centre, Anglicare Tasmania, http://www.anglicare-tas.org.au/index.php?option=com_docman&task=doc_view&gid=126&Itemid=81; Kyle et al 2004,
op. cit.
89 Berman, G. & Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission (2008). Harnessing Diversity: Addressing racial and religious
discrimination in employment. Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission,
http://www.humanrightscommission.vic.gov.au/pdf/Harnessing%20Diversity%20report.pdf; Dunlop, J. (2005). “Part of Society? Refugees in the
Australian Labour Market”. Hopes Fulfilled or Dreams Shattered? From Resettlement to Settlement Conference. Sydney: 23-28 November;
Flanagan 2007; Kyle et al 2004, op. cit.
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•
•

•

•

•

A lack of appreciation among Job Network providers of the particular needs of refugee entrants
and their employment histories.
Inadequate emphasis on finding work that is appropriate to refugee entrants’ skill levels,
interest and experience. This was in part attributed to Job Network providers being
remunerated based on the numbers of clients they place as opposed to the quality or
sustainability of those placements.
Poor information provision by generalist employment service providers (including lack of use of
interpreters) leading to a poor understanding of the division between Centrelink and Job
Network services.
Employment support services requiring clients to have high-level computer and English literacy
that may be outside of refugee entrants’ experience (i.e. use of computer job kiosks for selfdirected job search), with no support by staff in using this technology.
Overly complex systems and requirements with many refugee entrants having a poor
understanding of rights and obligations and of the appeal mechanisms available to them.

These concerns about the ineffectiveness of generalist employment service models may be further
exacerbated under the JSA due to the fact that successful contractors have to prove they will cater
to all client streams, and there were fewer contracts awarded under the new model to
organisations who claim to have particular expertise in working with people from refugee and
migrant backgrounds. Comments from service providers also suggest that the new JSA model has
incorporated greater administrative requirements without a commensurate increase in funding, and
that the system is still very much designed for providers working with individual clients who have a
good understanding of Australian employment systems and workplace culture and are fluent in
English. That is, JSA providers are not resourced to provide the kind of targeted individual and
community support that would provide newly settled jobseekers with the necessary job-seeking
skills and understanding of workplace culture.
While the deficiencies of generalist employment services were clearly highlighted in consultations,
there were also a number of ideas raised about how to improve existing services supporting
employment transitions. Suggestions included:
• The empowerment of refugee entrants within employment services to provide settlement
education and orientation to new arrivals about Australian workplace systems, cultures and
services. Empowering and informing communities will have a significant flow-on effect,
particularly in helping refugee entrants better navigate service systems and building social
networks that may provide a “foot in the door”.
• A Federal Government-sponsored employment campaign to encourage businesses to employ
refugee entrants.
• Greater promotion of Diversity Awards to help recognise employers who take initiative (e.g.,
Diversity@Work Awards90).
• Development of an employment program for farmers in rural areas where there are labour
shortages that offer a 12-month contract to refugee entrants and provide associated community
support.
• Formation of an employment committee in each local community which can act as a mediator
between new communities and employers to help link people to jobs. This committee could be
funded through settlement grants.
• Discussions at state and national levels with peak industry bodies (e.g. agricultural
organisations such as Growcon or the Cane Grower Organisation) regarding employment
options.
• Finding ways to incorporate better education within Job Services Australia and pathway
planning for refugee entrants with qualifications.
• Setting a quota aside for refugee entrants in the Productivity Places Program91, as people from
migrant and refugee backgrounds struggle to secure a place.
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Diversity@Work (2009). Diversity@Work Awards 2009, http://www.diversityatwork.com.au/awards
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•
•

Establishing more local programs that combine work experience, mentoring and
education/training with clear pathways into work.
Creating more opportunities for people to undertake work placements and training while they
are doing English language/literacy courses (AMEP), with teachers being able to support
people with the literacy of the job.92 There are people with English at below Certificate I Level
who are unlikely to move quickly (or at all) up to Level III, and this is a barrier to them being
able to use their other extensive skills (e.g. sewing skills), as you need Certificate III in English
to access other Vocational Education and Training (VET) courses with pathways into careers.

Examples of employment transition programs cited in different consultations included:
• Goulburn TAFE (NSW) allows crossover training with AMEP which enables participants to gain
vocational skills along with English training, e.g. Hospitality. This helps to address the
employment situation by enhancing the skills and employability of graduates.
• Youth Futures93 (TAS) offers an employment placement service for seasonal and casual jobs in
agriculture. The service provides various forms of support to clients, such as transport to and
from worksites at a nominal cost, training opportunities and assistance in liaising with
employers, Job Networks and Centrelink. The service specialises in assisting young people
who are experiencing disadvantage, including people from non-English speaking backgrounds
and resettled refugees.
• Calvary Hospital’s Refugee Mentoring Program94 (ACT) provides refugee entrants with the
opportunity to gain some experience of an Australian workplace, with the intention to assist
them gain a clearer idea of the career direction they might wish to pursue and what study might
be necessary to achieve this. The program could easily be replicated by other organisations in
other areas.
With courses or programs developed independently, one issue which has arisen since the start of
the JSA contract has been the delegated authority given to JSA providers to decide which courses
are approved and which are not. The promoters of one course are seeking action from the
Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) to overturn a JSA
provider’s decision not to approve their course, fearing that the decision not to approve was based
more on the JSA provider’s financial interest than on what was best for the refugee entrants
involved.

5.5.3 Transport
Consultation participants highlighted the need for greater support for humanitarian and refugee
entrants to gain a driver’s licence and emphasised the costs of not providing targeted driving
programs for refugee entrants as an issue of critical importance to successful regional settlement
and facilitating employment pathways. For example, one Bhutanese man in an Adelaide
consultation described the frustration of being denied four jobs because he did not have a driver’s
licence.
Although a range of local initiatives have sprung up, the need for greater support for humanitarian
and refugee entrants to gain a driver’s licence was again a key theme raised in relation to
employment. Programs that were identified in consultations as helping recent arrivals to gain their
driver’s licence were almost all described as limited in resources and unable to provide the level of
support needed (e.g. Lutheran Community Care driving program in SA; Job Services Australia
providers only cover fees for a small number of private lessons). A lack of funding opportunities to
resource these sorts of driving programs and the costs and liability issues involved in developing a
volunteer model were cited as ongoing issues that require a more considered national and statebased response.
91

Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR)(2010). Productivity Places Program,
http://www.deewr.gov.au/skills/productivityplaces/Pages/default.aspx
92 The new AMEP model currently under tender will presumably provide greater scope for this to occur.
93 Youth Futures (2010). Youth Futures (Inc) Employment (YFIE), http://www.youthfutures.org.au/employ.htm
94 Cavalry Health Care ACT [nd]. Mission & Values: Refugee Mentoring, http://www.calvary-act.com.au/mission-refugee.html
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A recent policy change in NSW will make it easier for many refugee entrants in that state to obtain
a driver’s licence. From 19 December 2009, drivers over the age of 25 no longer have to complete
120 hours of logged driving practice before sitting for a licence examination. This change was
acknowledgement both of the safer driving habits of more mature drivers and the significant impact
of the 120-hour requirement on adults’ work and family commitments.95
While this change in NSW is welcome, laws in other states and territories still put newly arrived
refugee entrants at a significant disadvantage and, as in previous years, RCOA calls on a
concerted national strategy to be developed as well as more research on effective local
approaches to driver training which could be replicated.

5.5.4 Self-employment
An issue that emerged in this year’s consultations that has not been documented in previous
submissions is the need for greater support for former refugees wishing to start their own
businesses. As one service provider in Perth described, there is great potential for people with
marketable skills (e.g. Karen textile workers and artisans who were producing and exporting
textiles while they were in camps in Thailand) to be involved in social enterprise or to start their
own collectives that can lead to self-employment. This could be a particularly useful pathway for
people who arrive with very limited English and who are unlikely to move quickly through language
and VET courses to obtain an industry-recognised qualification that will allow them to meaningfully
use their skills and experience, and who are keen to find work as soon as possible.
The potential benefits of social enterprise or small business enterprise for migrant communities has
also been backed by research.96 For example, a 2002 assessment of the Federal Government’s
NEIS97 indicated that this scheme has been relatively effective in promoting self-employment
among non-English-speaking migrants, with survival rates (i.e. enterprises still running two years
after the program) being significantly higher than among the Australian-born (including immigrants
from English-speaking countries)98. Liebig (2006) contends that schemes such as NEIS may be
particularly effective in fostering immigrant self-employment, and that there is some value in
enabling and assisting migrants from newer communities to establish their own businesses
because this can and will contribute to creating employment opportunities for other refugee
entrants settling in Australia, although the benefits of such initiatives are only likely to be seen in
the longer term.
Currently, the main barriers to people starting their own businesses are a lack of understanding of
systems and a lack of targeted support available for people to navigate complex small business
requirements. Suggestions for strategies to enhance self-employment opportunities for
entrepreneurs who arrived on refugee visas included:
• Greater investment in social enterprise and enterprise facilitation, where entrepreneurs from
refugee backgrounds can develop their business from infancy within a supported environment;
and
• DEEWR to undertake a review of NEIS and its accessibility to people with lower literacy levels
with the view to developing targeted programs.
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Borger, D. (2009). Media Release: New Rules for Learner Drivers, 12 November. NSW Government,
http://www.rta.nsw.gov.au/newsevents/downloads/minister_releases/21112009_new_learners_rules.pdf
96 Liebig, T. (2006). The Labour Market Integration of Immigrants to Australia. Paris: Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
Social, Employment and Migration Working Papers; Stevens, C. (1998). “Migration Category and Labour-Force Status: Policy Implications of the
Performance of Refugees”. People and Place, 6(1). Centre for Population and Urban Research, Monash University.
97 NEIS helps eligible unemployed people to start and run their new, viable small business. NEIS provides training in small business management
and business skills, and business plan development. NEIS does not provide start-up funds such as loans or grants. At the end of training (up to
three months) a participant’s business plan needs to be approved before being able to start a business with NEIS assistance. If a business plan is
approved, the participant will receive business advice and mentoring support during the first year of business operation. Participants who are on
income support allowance may also be eligible to receive: NEIS Allowance for up to 52 weeks, and NEIS Rental Assistance for up to 26 weeks.
98 Liebig 2006, op. cit., p. 41.
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5.5.5 Income support
Despite a commonly expressed and culturally-ingrained desire to work, the barriers to obtaining
employment outlined above mean that a number of refugee entrants are usually forced to rely on
(at some point) income support payments received through Centrelink. This situation sits uneasily
with many former refugees, as described by one consultation participant in Adelaide: “Refugees
want jobs, not welfare.” Moreover, many community members in consultations commented on the
extreme economic hardship and insecurity experienced by those having to survive on Centrelink
payments, particularly when the main breadwinner in a family is unable to find employment, is
supporting many dependents, is struggling to cover the inflated costs of private rental housing and
is studying or re-training.
Aside from noting the meagre payments and resulting economic hardship of families dependent on
income support, there were some general comments that arose in consultations to reflect a
continuing shift towards more positive engagement between newly arrived refugee entrants and
Centrelink. One particular Centrelink initiative that has been identified as particularly positive is the
recent Place Based Services Initiative for Young Refugees piloted in Fairfield (NSW) and
Broadmeadows (Victoria). These projects modelled a service delivery response based on
collaboration between the community, government and businesses with the aims of:
• addressing issues faced by young refugee jobseekers through a Personal Services
Coordination model;
• increasing young refugee entrants’ access to education, training and employment opportunities
and relevant support services; and
• building community capacity.
The Place Based Services initiative confirms the value of one-to-one tailored, seamless and
supported services, as well as the importance of collaboration between government and
community service providers. Unfortunately, while this has been seen as excellent initiative, the
funding has since run out.
Recommendation 23
RCOA recommends that DEEWR implement a monitoring and evaluation initiative at the end of the
first year of the roll-out of the new Job Services Australia model to review its effectiveness in
meeting the needs of refugee entrants, including how JSA providers are working with local training
and work experience initiatives targeting refugee entrants.
Recommendation 24
RCOA recommends that DIAC and DEEWR develop a national refugee employment strategy to
map out settlement pathways and supports that will lead to more sustainable and meaningful
employment outcomes for refugee and humanitarian entrants.
Recommendation 25
RCOA recommends that DIAC and DEEWR establish a fund to provide subsidies to assist refugee
entrants undertaking bridging courses to have overseas qualifications recognised.
Recommendation 26
RCOA recommends that DIAC coordinate the development of a national strategy on driver training
for refugee entrants, based on research on effective local approaches.
Recommendation 27
RCOA recommends that DEEWR undertake a review of NEIS and its accessibility to people with
lower literacy levels and develop targeted programs to assist refugee entrants in setting up small
businesses.
Recommendation 28
RCOA recommends that Centrelink embed and resource the Place Based Service Initiatives for
Young Refugees model as part of its ongoing work in areas of concentrated refugee settlement.
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5.6 HOUSING
5.6.1 Availability and accessibility
The availability and accessibility of housing for refugee entrants was again a major issue of
concern raised by service providers and community representatives at this year’s consultations.
Vacancy rates in the private rental market remain significantly low in all capital cities and many
regional areas and organisations funded to find rental accommodation for newly arrived refugee
entrants are finding themselves under greater pressure every year.
The detailed observations on the housing crisis made in RCOA’s submission on the 2008-09
Refugee and Humanitarian Program remain pertinent to the current situation. As such, this
submission will limit itself to reiterating that, while the current housing crisis affects all Australians
to some extent, refugee entrants continue to be at a particular disadvantage when competing for
housing in the private rental market due to circumstances such as financial hardship, lack of
Australian rental history, a lack of awareness about tenancy rights and responsibilities, the size of
families and racism and discrimination.
One emerging issue related to housing noted by several service providers is the difficulty of
securing housing for former Christmas Island detainees. A number of agencies reported that
refugees are often transferred from Christmas Island to their resettlement location with very little
prior notice. This renders the task of securing housing for these new arrivals even more
challenging, particularly in the case of large families.
While emphasising that the challenges faced by humanitarian entrants in securing housing remains
critical, RCOA also wishes to acknowledge the positive steps made by DIAC towards addressing
some of these challenges through its pilot extension of free telephone interpreting services to real
estate agents in 13 sites around Australia.99 RCOA welcomes the pilot program as an important
measure in improving the accessibility of housing to refugee entrants.

5.6.2 Affordability
As with housing accessibility, the challenge of housing affordability is compounded for refugee
entrants as compared to other Australians. Factors such as lack of budgeting skills, unfamiliarity
with tenancy arrangements, financial hardship and that many refugee entrants send remittances to
family members living in dire situations overseas render the task of meeting private rental costs
exceptionally challenging. It was also noted during the consultations that the amount of support
available from Centrelink has not kept pace with the rise in rental costs in recent years, with the
result that refugee entrants are finding it ever more difficult to meet housing costs.
Refugee entrants also remain at risk of housing stress, due to factors such as arriving in Australia
with little or no financial resources and owing money to people overseas as well as people in
Australia (an issue which particularly affects SHP entrants, who often owe money for the airfare to
Australia). These factors can result in refugee entrants living in extreme poverty and in
overcrowded conditions for the first few years of life in Australia.
Conversely, some agencies in regional areas reported that housing affordability was not a major
problem at present, noting that rental rates in these areas are significantly lower than in
metropolitan centres and that the current economic downturn has prompted some property owners
to lower their rates.

5.6.3 Quality and appropriateness
The challenge of affordability and access barriers outlined above continue to impact on the type of
accommodation refugee entrants are able to obtain. A number of service providers reported that,
due to the limited availability of housing, they have been forced to place refugee entrants in
99
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inappropriate accommodation, including substandard houses, housing located well away from
important local services and employment opportunities, motels (for up to four months) and caravan
parks. Service providers expressed concerns about refugee entrants being placed in temporary
accommodation for extended periods, and stressed the need for more sustainable housing options.
Securing suitably-sized houses for large families was highlighted as a particularly challenging
issue. In most capital cities, four bedroom or larger houses are usually too expensive for families
from a refugee background or are simply unavailable. One agency reported having to refuse to
resettle large families due to an inability to secure adequate housing. The difficulty of acquiring
appropriate housing for large families can also lead to overcrowding.
One agency in Victoria also expressed concerns about the lack of housing options available for
Unaccompanied Humanitarian Minors (UHMs) and other young people from refugee backgrounds
who have left home often due to family breakdown. These young people are at an additional
disadvantage due to their age and financial situation. One agency cited the case of a group of
young men (UHMs) who have been forced to live in a motel. The agency stressed the need for
skilled settlement workers to provide comprehensive support to UHMs and other young people
from refugee backgrounds, including assistance with securing sustainable accommodation.

5.6.4 Rights and responsibilities
Service providers continued to report that many newly arrived refugee entrants lack the necessary
skills to effectively navigate the private rental market and are often unaware of their tenancy rights
and responsibilities. Many have spent extended periods of time in refugee camps and have no
experience of rental housing. Additionally, refugee entrants may lack the necessary English
language skills to communicate effectively on housing issues or fully grasp the nature of tenancy
arrangements. Due to these factors, many are unlikely to be able to advocate successfully if the
accommodation is not appropriate to their needs or if they are having difficulties meeting their
obligations as tenants.
Furthermore, there is a mismatch between the length of intensive support provided to refugee
entrants and the average length of tenancy leases. Intensive support through IHSS is provided to
refugee entrants in the first six months after arrival. Most leases run for 12 months, which means
that there is little support available to assist refugee entrants if they need to find further
accommodation at the end of their initial lease. Refugee entrants are therefore placed in a very
vulnerable position and are at an increased risk of homelessness. This situation is exacerbated by
the enormous strain that the housing services sector is currently under.
As in previous years, there have been concerning reports from some service providers and
community members of discrimination against refugee entrants in the private rental market and of
exploitative tenancy arrangements, such as property owners increasing rental rates without
explanation. Many refugee entrants also reported extraordinary difficulties recovering their bond
from landlords who frequently penalise tenants for the whole amount of their bond for minimal
damage, pre-existing poor conditions, ordinary wear-and-tear on the property, or damage that is
the landlord’s obligation to repair. In these instances, refugee entrants are reluctant to challenge
decisions of landlords through tenancy tribunals or find these processes too time-consuming or
difficult to navigate.

5.6.5 Possible solutions
Several agencies suggested that group housing options for the first 12 to 18 months after arrival
may help to alleviate the various housing difficulties faced by refugee entrants, particularly in the
case of large families. As well as improving the accessibility and affordability of accommodation,
group housing was promoted as a means of breaking down isolation of newly arrived refugee
entrants through fostering a sense of community and belonging and providing ready access to peer
support. It was also suggested that on-arrival group housing may help to streamline the settlement
process by providing central venues for the delivery of settlement services.
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However, other service providers raised concerns about group housing, noting that this option
must be considered cautiously to ensure that client needs and the achievement of positive
settlement outcomes remain paramount. Agencies emphasised the importance of ensuring that
refugee entrants are not coerced into a group housing situation and stressed that the viability of
group housing options must be assessed on a case-by-case basis, according to an individual’s or
family’s specific needs.
Community housing offers potential opportunities for newly arrived refugee entrants after the onarrival transitional housing phase, ideally where service providers have expertise both in providing
housing services and in working with refugee entrants. Through head leasing and other models,
community housing providers can offer accommodation that allows refugee entrants to access the
Australian housing market in a supported way. Currently, however, the capacity of the community
housing sector to assist is limited by the availability of appropriate community housing stock (e.g.
there is currently a six to eight year waiting list for community housing in Perth). In relation to this,
some consultation participants believed that DIAC had a role to play in advocating strongly with
FaHCSIA to ensure recent investment in social housing100 will benefit refugee entrants as a
particularly vulnerable low-income group.
Recommendation 29
RCOA recommends that DIAC, in consultation with FaHCSIA and State agencies, coordinate a
comprehensive housing strategy to address the specific needs of refugee entrants.
Recommendation 30
RCOA recommends that DIAC explore options for developing a partnership with FaHCSIA to
ensure that some of the new social housing funding announced in 2009 benefits refugee entrants,
particularly those with large families.
Recommendation 31
RCOA recommends that greater resources be allocated to IHSS and SGP providers for housing
support services to reflect current challenges in accessing affordable housing, and that these
services be extended to all clients on a needs basis.
Recommendation 32
RCOA recommends that DIAC fund and encourage SGP providers nationwide to include housing
advocacy and support in funding proposals, including training on tenancy rights and
responsibilities.
Recommendation 33
RCOA welcomes the DIAC initiative to extend access to the Translating and Interpreting Service
(TIS) to real estate agents and recommends this be reviewed at the end of the pilot phase with a
view to expansion.
Recommendation 34
RCOA recommends DIAC work with the Real Estate Institute of Australia on improving housing
solutions for refugee entrants through awareness-raising and incentives such as national or
state/territory awards recognising good practice.
Recommendation 35
RCOA recommends that attention be given to developing suitable accommodation options for
groups who are particularly vulnerable to housing stress, including Unaccompanied Humanitarian
Minors, young people from refugee backgrounds and Women at Risk.

100 Plibersek, T., Rudd, K., Macklin, J. & Snowdon, W. (2009). Media Release: 20,000 Social and Defence Homes - Nation Building Investment, 3
February. Commonwealth of Australia,
www.tanyaplibersek.fahcsia.gov.au/internet/tanyaplibersek.nsf/content/nation_building_investment_03feb09.htm
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5.7 HEALTH
In line with the focus of this year’s consultation process, much of the feedback received on health
related to emerging rather than ongoing issues. However, it is important to note that many of the
health issues raised in RCOA’s previous intake submissions remain relevant in the current context.
In particular, RCOA wishes to reiterate the need to address the following health issues:
• Greater supported referral for SHP entrants to access comprehensive on-arrival health
assessments101; and
• The need for national advocacy and coordination on refugee health issues, including
strengthening the capacity of the Refugee Health Network Australia.102

5.7.1 Mental health
The mental health issues affecting refugee entrants were highlighted by several service providers
as being of particular concern. A number of agencies noted that the mental health issues
associated with the refugee experience often do not manifest themselves immediately; rather, they
become apparent some time after initial settlement. As a result, former refugees may be in need of
mental health services and torture and trauma counselling well after their eligibility for these
services under IHSS has expired.
Service providers also noted the impact of support networks, or lack thereof, on the mental health
of newly arrived refugee entrants. The fact that many refugee entrants lack family and friendship
networks and face isolation in their new communities may have negative mental health
implications. The damaging impact of prolonged separation from families on mental health in
particular was highlighted as an issue of concern. At the same time, agencies emphasised the
positive contribution of family reunion to mental health outcomes.

5.7.2 Use of interpreters
The problem of doctors and other health practitioners failing or refusing to use interpreters was
again raised at this year’s consultations. Settlement workers continued to report negative attitudes
of some services towards the use of interpreters and the TIS priority line. However, positive
feedback was also received indicating an improvement in the use of interpreting services by some
hospitals and general practitioners.
Nonetheless, the need to facilitate greater use of TIS by all health professionals remains a
pressing issue. In particular, the service providers consulted highlighted the need to extend free
interpreting services to nurses and psychologists, the need for more interpreters in the public
health system and the need for emergency services to use interpreters.

5.7.3 Other communication issues
In addition to interpreting, the consultations uncovered a number of other issues relating to the
communication of health information, with feedback indicating that information on health is not
being well communicated to new arrivals. One service provider cited the case of a Woman at Risk
(204) visa entrant who became seriously ill but was not aware of how to access a GP, despite
being in Australia for almost six months. Agencies also highlighted the need for better information
dissemination on health issues in different languages and the need more education on health
issues for specific groups, namely women and young people (particularly in relation to sexual
health).
RCOA also received feedback suggesting that information on the health needs of refugee entrants
is not being well communicated to health practitioners. A number of agencies highlighted the need
for cultural competency training for doctors and other health practitioners, noting that some
practitioners were not familiar with refugee health issues and lacked cultural competency. There
101
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Ibid, Section 7.4.5, p. 74.

Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program 2010-11: RCOA submission

page 78

were also some indications that health practitioners were unaware of government policy on refugee
health. A representative from the NSW Refugee Health Service, for instance, noted that a recent
policy change which permits pregnant asylum seekers to access ante- and post-natal care had not
been universally adopted, as some hospitals were not aware of the policy change.
One agency suggested that a health database for clients from refugee backgrounds would be
convenient for health workers. As refugee entrants often move from their initial resettlement
location, this database would enable medical records and other health data to be accessed
interstate.

5.7.4 Funding
Many service providers noted that the amount of funding currently available for refugee and
multicultural health services is inadequate, particularly in rural and regional areas. Settlement
workers in Shepparton, for example, reported that they had reached a crisis point in refugee health
with last year’s closure of a local refugee health service. Agencies also highlighted the need for
increased funding for preventative health measures (e.g. health education) as opposed to curative
strategies.
Recommendation 36
RCOA recommends that a National Refugee Health Database be established and the National
Refugee Health Network be resourced by the Federal Government to share research data,
information and models of best practice between States and Territories.
Recommendation 37
RCOA recommends that the Australian Government work with states and healthcare providers,
drawing on existing best practice, to develop specialist refugee health services in all states and
territories able to deliver consistent and culturally appropriate health assessments soon after
arrival, as well as systems to better coordinate ongoing care. Such strategies could include the
establishment of more Refugee Health Clinics with interpreters on site in order to address the
specific needs of refugee entrants.
Recommendation 38
RCOA recommends that national benchmarks be established for health service provision for newly
arrived refugee entrants, including the development of a standardised health screening tool and full
immunisation services.
Recommendation 39
RCOA recommends that DIAC work collaboratively with all IHSS service providers to ensure a
minimum level of health support for all refugee entrants, including a comprehensive health
assessment on arrival and appropriate recording of existing health conditions identified during predeparture health checks.
Recommendation 40
RCOA recommends that urgent steps be taken to facilitate the greater use of Translating and
Interpreting Services (TIS) by General Practitioners, specialists and other health professionals
through training and awareness-raising, as well as the introduction of financial incentives and
appropriate sanctions.

5.8 EDUCATION AND ENGLISH LANGUAGE TRAINING
5.8.1 English language training
As in previous years, concerns about the flexibility, appropriateness, length of time and funding
arrangements of on-arrival English language training came up as a priority at many of the
consultations. However, RCOA also acknowledges that there has been a systemic review and
changes proposed to the AMEP over the past 18 months and welcomes the new AMEP model
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currently out to tender. There have also been some positive developments in different state-based
responses to refugee young people in schools, although this is in the context of a lack of a national
refugee youth education strategy.
With regards to adult English language programs, some of the concerns that arose in this and
previous years’ consultations will potentially be addressed when the new AMEP model comes into
effect in mid-2010, as evidenced in the recently-released tender documents. RCOA generally
welcomes the changes proposed under the new AMEP contract, including the introduction of
streaming for employment and social English, additional counselling support, the introduction of an
individual pathway guide for clients and the expansion of services to include new arrivals aged
between 15 and 17 who drop out of school within their first year of arrival. RCOA looks forward to
seeing the implementation of a new model designed to help clients enter the workforce and access
further training opportunities through the Settlement Language Pathways to Employment/Training
course.103
Some concerns about the new AMEP model were, however, brought up in consultations. These
include:
• Concerns that those who enrol in the social stream of the AMEP will not gain the necessary
literacy (or numeracy) skills to function effectively in Australia. As one service provider
describes, the current social stream in AMEP is so generic that it will delay people’s settlement,
and consideration should ensure that AMEP providers do not move too far away from literacy
strands that align with Australian Qualifications Framework;
• The need for embedded flexibility in delivery of both streams of AMEP e.g. providers able to
offer three hours of English language training, combined with three hours of vocational training;
• Barriers still likely to be encountered by people with a disability wishing to participate in AMEP
courses. Funding needs to ensure AMEP providers make concerted efforts to identify and
support students with disability and disability awareness training be made available to staff;
and
• Concerns about the accessibility of childcare for women participating in AMEP classes and
about whether the successful contractors will be able to resource appropriate, and preferably
onsite, childcare facilities.
A general comment that emerged from this year’s consultations was the need for greater flexibility
for refugee entrants who arrive with high levels of English language and literacy to access (funded)
vocational training or bridging courses instead of AMEP hours. Members from some new and
emerging communities with high levels of English language and literacy felt that the AMEP
program did not meet their needs and yet there was limited flexibility (or funding) for them to
access vocational training or bridging courses that might better meet their on-arrival education
needs. For example, members of the Bhutanese community commented that many people were
taught in English-medium schools both in Bhutan and in refugee camps in Nepal and had attained
degree-level qualifications. They were assessed on-arrival as not requiring AMEP, yet could not
find equally well-resourced pathways to have their qualifications recognised or to re-train.
Conversely, there was a continued need for longer and more flexible English tuition for those who
arrived with limited language or literacy.
Comments and suggestions from community members regarding the need for more flexible
approaches for refugee entrants arriving with a range of English levels and needs included:
People sometimes need more than 510 hours of English, others don’t need any, and others
need less. Can we not transfer the unused 510 hours to others or transfer to a course that
the person wants to do?
I want to increase my accent skills but the highest course available through AMEP is
Certificate III, which is too easy for me. Most of our people, when they go to English
103
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Language Schools or AMEP, are told their language skills are too good. Our people would
like to use the training hours available for other training.
We need more English lessons [for the pre-literate]. Being put in same class as people who
can read is useless; I have not learned anything!
There is a need for greater involvement of members of the refugee communities in
designing and delivering English tuition.
Beyond the AMEP and English as a Second Language (ESL) New Arrivals Program, some
community members consulted suggested that there was a need for former refugees to have
access to ongoing opportunities to learn English in community-based settings over the longer term,
particularly if this allows refugee entrants to work and learn English at the same time. As one
consultation participant from the Afghan community in Adelaide describes:
Many Afghan people cannot read or write. After six or seven years, they are still struggling to
learn English. They are worrying about family members in Afghanistan and Pakistan. It would
be better if people could work and learn at the same time as, after seven years, many have
not learned English.
Finally, the lack of targeted on-arrival English language programs (both AMEP and ESL New
Arrivals Program) in regional and rural areas continues to be a major concern for refugee entrants
settling in these areas. As highlighted in previous years, some young people in regional areas are
floundering, disengaging and moving from school to school due to the lack of targeted support.
Where a regional area does not have an Intensive English Centre (IEC), service providers have
suggested that AMEP be opened up to students from Year 10 onwards or provided in a school
setting. RCOA hopes that successful AMEP contractors in regional areas next year are funded to
introduce these kinds of flexible models in schools for young people not able to otherwise access
on-arrival English language tuition of the kind provided through IECs.

5.8.2 School-age young people and education
As outlined in previous years, there are enormous variations from state to state in the level of
specialised language support provided to students from refugee backgrounds in schools. In last
year’s submission, for example, it was reported that the Western Australian Department of
Education puts no extra resources into specialised support whereas in Victoria and South
Australia, money from the Federal Budget is matched dollar for dollar. In Tasmania there are no
IECs but children are placed straight into mainstream schools, supported by the English as
Another Language program.104 A concern raised this year was that variation in targeted support for
students from refugee backgrounds is likely to continue or be exacerbated under the new National
Education Agreement signed at the COAG meeting in November 2008105 and in the absence of a
national refugee education policy.
Under the new National Education Agreement, Federal Government education funding from
DEEWR is now provided as a single Specific Purpose Payment (SPP) to state treasuries, based
on a per capita amount for each student enrolment. Accountability is now to broad COAG targets,
rather than to specific accountability for funds to support targeted groups as occurred under the
previous funding model of SPP payments for a range of programs. One such program was the ESL
New Arrivals Program, which provided funding to states for intensive English language provision to
school-age new arrivals. A per-capita grant of $5534 (2008 rate) was provided for each eligible
new arrival, based on visa sub-class, with double this amount ($11,068) provided for refugee
entrants as from January 2008.106
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The potential impacts of this change on refugee entrants that were raised in consultations are as
follows:
• States are no longer required to acquit funds that were provided previously by DEEWR to
target specific cohorts, such as ESL learners, migrants or refugee entrants. The allocation of
funds by each state to support these cohorts of learners is now a local decision. One risk is that
the additional funding to support refugee background students may now be directed to other
state education priorities, particularly given the lack of national targets regarding outcomes for
this cohort and their relative small number, despite high need.
• The COAG targets, in being broad, generally target literacy and numeracy achievement and
closing the gap for Indigenous students. The absence of specific goals or targets for groups
such as migrants and refugee entrants support the broadbanding of funding use, instead of
targeting resources to specific groups. Refugee entrant students are too small as a cohort to
impact much on state literacy outcomes, so funds may be redirected. This is exacerbated by
the limited data collection on the literacy and numeracy outcomes at the national level for
migrants and refugee entrants, with only “Language Background Other Than English” used,
which is a poor indicator for measuring these students’ achievement.
Another emerging issue raised in Queensland consultations related to young people being placed
in the wrong year level at school because their official age is incorrectly documented (see Section
5.10.2). This can exacerbate the difficulties already posed by young people being placed in school
levels based on age and not education level or ability. That is, Australian education systems in all
states and territories assume a link between age and previous schooling. Class levels are mostly
determined and regulated by the chronological age of students and not on the relative skill level of
students. For example, young people on refugee and humanitarian visas who are arrive in the
post-compulsory school age (16-24 year olds) are mostly placed in middle or senior secondary
school, even where their education level may be equivalent to someone in a primary or junior high
school. Placing older students with minimal or no previous schooling in an appropriate education
environment is extremely challenging and there are no easy solutions, as placing them in a skillappropriate year level is unlikely to meet their social and developmental needs, yet placing them in
an age-equivalent year level is unlikely to meet their educational needs.
One recent positive development with regards to school-age refugee entrants has been the funding
and roll-out of the Learning Beyond the Bell initiative in Victoria.107 For young people with a
background of disrupted schooling who are struggling to catch up with their peers and remain
engaged in mainstream education and training, Out of School Hours Learning Support Programs
(OSHLSPs) can be an incredibly important source of support. Research suggests that:
a properly designed after-school program can have strong positive effects on children’s
academic, social, and emotional lives. This is especially true for students whose personal
circumstances put them at higher risk of school failure. There is growing evidence that
quality out-of-school opportunities matter – that they complement environments created by
schools and families and provide important “nutrients” that deter failure and promote
success – and that they matter in ways that are observable and measurable.108
The Learning Beyond the Bell initiative has been funded by the Victorian Department of Education
and Early Childhood Development and provides a useful model with potential for replication in
other states and territories. Its aims are to:
• Provide resourcing, support and coordination to OSHLSPs across Victoria;
• Increase the consistency and accessibility of OSHLSPs; and
• Increase the connectedness of refugee and migrant young people to school and to the
community.
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5.8.3 Young people and post-compulsory education
As identified by many community members in consultations, refugee young people who arrive in
the post-compulsory school age (16-24 year olds) bring with them a wealth of skills and experience
but also face many challenges in making the transition to life in Australia, particularly with regards
to their pursuit of education and training. For example, many of these young people come from
situations in which schooling has been highly disrupted or, in some cases, they have not had the
opportunity to attend school at all. Young people of post-compulsory school age also face
additional pressures, demands and stresses than those who arrive at a younger age. These
include: more significant pressure to achieve educationally, comparatively less previous
experience of education, higher levels of family responsibilities, delayed or suspended personal
development as a result of the refugee experience and limited access to needed services due to
the inflexibility of many youth and education systems based on chronological age.109
Despite the challenges that these young people face in adapting to the educational expectations
and environments in Australia, many are extremely motivated and driven to pursue higher
education, training and career goals. Research backs up much of the anecdotal evidence that
young people from refugee backgrounds see education as a source of hope and future.110
Within this context of disadvantage and high aspirations, many service providers and community
representatives participating in this year’s consultations stressed that there are a significant
number of young people whose learning needs remain unmet within education and training
systems. The failure to meet the educational needs of refugee entrant students at high school, and
the lack of alternative post-compulsory education and training pathways, can have a devastating
impact on young people and lead to their disengagement from education, employment and other
services, and ultimately to social exclusion.
There have, however, been some recent developments that may support this group of older young
people who are currently struggling to navigate the rigidity of Australia’s education and training
systems, including:
• Recent changes to the AMEP increasing eligibility for 15-17 year olds who drop out of school in
their first year (see Section 5.8.1); and
• The ‘Compact with Young Australians’ agreement signed at the COAG meeting in April 2009 to
support job, education and training transitions for 15-19 year olds and entitlement to improve
qualifications for 20-24 year olds.111 The expectation is that by 2015, 90 per cent of people
between the ages of 20 and 24 will have either Year 12 or Certificate II, and Certificate III by
2020.
Commentators have noted that whilst the Compact with Young Australians is a good start in
channelling resources to young people in the post-compulsory school age group, the codification of
requirements that young people be in formal programs can make it complex for those who do not
quite fit neatly in the educational ‘ladder’.112 COAG’s expectation that by 2015, 90 per cent of
people between the ages of 20 and 24 will have either Year 12 or Certificate II is a response that
can end up creating barriers for those who are not clearly located within the structured system
which is designed to achieve particular outcomes. The Australian Qualifications Framework has
the potential to make it difficult for those who do not fit into the system, as everyone will be
expected to have a qualification. Those lacking a qualification due to their lack of ability to fit in will
therefore stand out even more.

109 Centre for Multicultural Youth Issues (2006). Late Arrivals: The needs of refugee young people who resettle in later adolescence. Carlton:
Centre for Multicultural Youth Issues, http://www.cmy.net.au/Assets/339/1/CMYI_IssuesPaper_LateArrivals.pdf
110 Chegwidden, P. & Thompson, A. (2008). Filling the Gap: Discussion Paper. Granville: Granville Multicultural Community Centre and Auburn
Youth Centre, http://www.gmcc.org.au/Filling%20the%20Gap_report.pdf
111 Gillard, J. (2009). Media Release: COAG Secures a compact with young Australians, 30 April. Commonwealth of Australia,
http://www.deewr.gov.au/Ministers/Gillard/Media/Releases/Pages/Article_090430_154925.aspx
112 RCOA (2009). Refugee young people and education: Finding the right time and place. National Settlement Policy Network Teleconference, 10
November.
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Other issues and concerns regarding post-compulsory school age young people focused on the
need for the new AMEP to offer youth-specific classes, as are currently offered by some AMEP
providers in Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane and Hobart. As raised in this year’s consultations and
previous submissions, classes where there are mixed ages and abilities can be a major hindrance
for young people who often learn faster than their elders and respond better to different teaching
methods and content.113 Particularly problematic is the situation where parents and children are
placed in the same class and the resulting dynamic can stymie advancement for both young
people and their elders.
Another emerging issue raised this year was access to education for women in the postcompulsory school age group who are young mothers. Currently, young mothers have few options
for pursuing education due to a lack of flexibility in mainstream settings to cater for students with
caring responsibilities and a lack of childcare options. One program in Victoria that has been
successful in re-engaging young mothers from refugee backgrounds in education is the River Nile
Learning Centre, funded predominantly by the Victorian Department of Education and Early
Childhood Development and run in a community setting.114 Although limited in resources, this
community-based model could be strengthened and replicated in other local settings as a pathway
for young mothers from refugee backgrounds to continue their education in a supported
environment.

5.8.4 Vocational education and training
VET courses, particularly when coupled with English language training and pastoral care for
students unfamiliar with Australian education systems, can prove excellent pathways for refugee
entrants to train or re-train in pursuit of meaningful careers in Australia. One issue relating to the
VET system that arose in this year’s consultations is the lack of success experienced by refugee
entrants who have attained Certificate-level qualifications but have not been able to convert this
into employment in their chosen field. Some community members consulted had attained multiple
qualifications in different fields (particularly aged care, children’s services and community services)
and had been unsuccessful in attaining work using any of these qualifications. Although this is an
employment-related issue (see Section 5.5), participants felt that VET providers should also have
greater accountability and were not effective in providing students with the work experience and
industry links needed to covert qualifications into employment.
One suggestion for how to ensure VET qualifications translate into employment outcomes for
refugee entrants is to enhance the work experience component of VET courses. Another
suggestion is that DEEWR ensure that JSA providers are more accountable for referring clients to
particular VET courses. For example, one settlement worker described the case of a local JSA
provider referring many of their refugee entrant clients to a particular aged care course that was
being offered by a different arm within the same organisation (i.e. the organisation was both a JSA
contract holder and a Registered Training Organisation). The organisation therefore benefited
financially from referring both the JSA client into an accredited training course and through being
the provider of that same training, regardless of the employment outcome for the client.
At a Brisbane consultation, one community member suggested that a review be undertaken of the
accessibility of apprenticeships to refugee entrants and people with lower literacy, as some young
people had tried this but very few had made it through to completion. Other service providers
raised the issue that apprenticeship application processes were prohibitive for people with lower
literacy and that newly arrived refugee entrants were disadvantaged in having to find an employer
who will take them on as an apprentice due to their lack of networks and knowledge of industries.

113 Moore, H., Nicholas, H. & Deblaquiere, J. (2008). ‘Opening the Door’: Provision for Refugee Youth with Minimal/No Schooling in the Adult
Migrant English Program: Project 2.1: ‘Modes of Delivery for SPP Youth’. AMEP Research Centre, Commonwealth of Australia,
http://www.ameprc.mq.edu.au/docs/research_reports/research_report_series/Opening_the_door.pdf
114 See The River Nile Learning Centre (2008). Welcome to the RNLC Website, www.rnlc.org.au
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Recommendation 41
RCOA recommends that the provision of childcare be incorporated into the new AMEP contracts to
enable successful tenderers to provide accessible childcare facilities.
Recommendation 42
RCOA recommends that the delivery of English language training be more flexible to meet the
particular needs of refugee entrants, including ensuring that:
a) Youth-specific AMEP courses are available in each state and territory; and
b) Alternatives are available for new arrivals with higher English fluency wishing to improve
their English in preparation for tertiary level study and employment.
Recommendation 43
RCOA recommends that AMEP contractors in regional areas where there are no Intensive English
Centres be funded to introduce flexible models of English language provision in school-based
settings for young people.
Recommendation 44
RCOA recommends that Federal and State education departments work in partnership to
investigate education provision for refugee entrants by state, including monitoring and evaluating
the impact of the National Education Agreement on refugee and humanitarian students, and
develop a National Refugee Education Policy to ensure a consistent level of education provision
across all states and territories, including the coordination and resourcing of Homework Support for
refugee and migrant students.
Recommendation 45
RCOA recommends that state and territory education departments increase funding and support
for Out of School Hours Learning Support Programs targeting students from refugee backgrounds.
Recommendation 46
RCOA recommends that state and territory education departments fund appropriate models based
on the River Nile Learning Centre for young mothers from refugee backgrounds to remain engaged
in education.
Recommendation 47
RCOA recommends that DEEWR fund research into the accessibility of apprenticeships to young
people from refugee backgrounds with the view to developing targeted apprenticeship initiatives.

5.9 FAMILY AND YOUTH ISSUES
5.9.1 Family conflict and parenting
A strong theme to re-emerge in this year’s consultations was concern about the impact of
settlement on family relationships, intergenerational conflict, family breakdown and domestic
violence.115 As outlined in previous years, power dynamics within families can change dramatically
during resettlement. Men can feel disempowered, particularly if they move from a situation where
they had full responsibility for their family and status within their local community to one where they
struggle to find work or to speak the language. Financial pressures related to affordable housing,
unemployment, repaying debts and sending remittances all generate pressures within families.
Parenting may also become more difficult in a new environment. Children and young people tend
to learn English more quickly than their parents; they mix with others from different backgrounds at
school and tend to integrate into the new society more quickly. Previous methods for disciplining
children may be ineffective or inappropriate in the Australian context, leading to intergenerational
conflict and sometimes the involvement of child protection services. As one community member
from Logan (QLD) described, “It is very, very sad to have your children separated from you. You

115

See also RCOA 2009, Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program 2009-10, op. cit., Section 7.5, pp .75-7.
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have survived so much and then you are here for a short time and families are separated. The
government needs to find a better system to help refugees to live well in this country.”
As in previous years, consultation participants called for stronger early intervention approaches to
addressing family relationship issues that include both targeted community education initiatives
and culturally-appropriate family mediation. Suggestions from participants included:
• The need for more meetings and initiatives with refugee entrants to explain laws and rules in
Australia.
• Support programs for men from refugee backgrounds. When families first arrive, men are
generally more confident and optimistic. As time goes on, the roles reverse. There need to be
more prevention or early intervention programs working with men to empower them and assist
in negotiating transitions to their new role in the family in Australia (e.g. the Sudanese men’s
program of the Migrant Information Centre Eastern Melbourne.116)
• More funding for targeted family support programs in regional areas.
• The need for culturally-appropriate family mediation conducted in consultation with the police,
to enable communities to assist in resolving problems (except in serious cases where police
intervention is essential).
A particular concern that arose at the youth consultation in Perth and was echoed in other
community consultations was how young refugee entrants are informed about not only their rights
in Australia but also their responsibilities and the repercussions of enacting their rights. The
concern raised was that some young people quickly learn about their rights and how these are
protected in Australia (for example, calling the police in cases of abuse). At the same time, they
may not gain the same level of information or understanding about their responsibilities and the
ways in which discipline is administered differently by families in Australia (i.e. there can be a
misconception that Australian-born young people have full freedom and independence from their
parents). When conflict arises between a newly arrived young person and their parents or
guardians, some young people may not fully comprehend the repercussions of calling the police
and what this can mean for their family.
In terms of addressing the challenges relating to intergenerational relationships after settlement,
suggestions included:
• Information or workshops on parenting in a new culture to be a key component of on-arrival
orientation (for example, the Bending Like a River Program117 run by Relationships Australia in
Perth);
• Programs that bring together refugee entrant parents and Australian-born parents to discuss
discipline and parenting strategies;
• Programs for newly arrived young refugee entrants that explore both rights and responsibilities
in Australia.

5.9.2 Youth issues
A significant proportion of those arriving in Australia under the Refugee and Humanitarian Program
are young people, with 60% of new entrants over the past five years aged under 25 years on
arrival, and 31% aged between 12 and 25.118 Refugee young people have needs that are likely to
differ from those of their parents’ generation by virtue of their age. Older refugee entrants who
have grown up in other parts of the world and arrive in Australia as adults bring with them a diverse
range of education, employment and life experiences. Many were skilled professionals in their
home countries, or were community or political leaders. Young people, on the other hand, are at a
transitional stage in their lives, negotiating the path into adulthood. Many will have only lived a
short period of their lives in their country of birth, and may have spent the majority of their
childhood as refugees moving from place to place. A significant proportion of the young people
116

Migrant Information Centre (2008). Family violence within the Southern Sudanese community: Project evaluation report,
http://www.miceastmelb.com.au/documents/PROJECTEVALUATION(pdf).pdf
117 Kayrooz, C. & Blunt, C. (2000). “Bending like a river: the Parenting between Cultures program”. Children Australia, 25(3), 17-22.
118 DIAC Settlement Database, http://www.immi.gov.au/settlement/, data extracted 8/1/10, for period 1/1/2005 – 1/12/2009.
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settling in Australia over the past five years have been born in refugee camps and have had limited
educational or employment experiences. These are factors which will impact on a young person’s
sense of identity and their settlement experiences in Australia.
Literature highlights that for young people who arrive as refugees, the developmental challenges of
adolescence are generally compounded by the traumatic nature of the refugee experience, cultural
dislocation, loss of established social networks and the practical demands of resettlement.119
Young people must negotiate education and employment pathways (many with a history of
disrupted or no formal education), a new language and culture, make new friends and navigate
unfamiliar and complex social systems (such as Centrelink, Australian laws, public transport), while
also negotiating individual, family and community expectations.120 On the other hand, young
people from refugee backgrounds often learn English and adapt to life in Australia more quickly
than members of their parents’ generation. Many have learned skills – like adaptability,
resourcefulness and how to communicate cross-culturally – that stand them in good stead in
navigating their new life in Australia, particularly when accompanied by the fierce determination to
succeed which they so often manifest.
In this year’s consultations, some recurring themes and emerging issues that were raised
concerning young people from refugee backgrounds included:
• The need for more targeted sexual and reproductive health education programs for young
refugee entrants. There are some examples of good initiatives working with young women (e.g.
Metropolitan Migrant Resource Centre (MRC) in Mirrabooka, Perth; Partnership project with
Centre for Culture Ethnicity and Health, Centre for Multicultural Youth Issues and DHS
Refugee Minor Program in Melbourne); however concerns about newly arrived young women
and unplanned pregnancies were raised in a number of consultations across different states
and territories.
• The need for targeted strategies to support young men resettling in families without an adult
male head or as Unaccompanied Humanitarian Minors (UHMs). The absence of adult male
role models for young people was raised as a particular issue in states and territories with
smaller settlement numbers and where ethnic community structures are less able to provide
the support to young people from families without an adult male.
• The need for early intervention programs for children before they enter the “youth” category.
• The need for better communication and supports for UHMs, including stronger communication
between DIAC and relevant state authorities before UHMs arrive so that support services are
prepared, and better housing solutions (including the suggestion that DIAC or state agencies
entering into head leasing arrangements on behalf of UHMs).
In 2009, the newly re-established Federal Office for Youth (located within DEEWR) consulted
widely about the development of a National Youth Agenda.121 RCOA welcomes the renewed
commitment to young people shown by the appointment of a Federal Minister for Youth and hopes
that the particular needs of young people from refugee backgrounds are considered within the new
National Youth Agenda.
Recommendation 48
RCOA recommends that DIAC and FaHCSIA increase funding for projects which address the
support needs of recently arrived refugee entrant families, including community education
programs for parents and young people and culturally-appropriate family mediation initiatives.
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Refugee Resettlement Advisory Council (2002). Strategy for Refugee Young People. Canberra: Department of Immigration, Multicultural and
Indigenous Affairs; Centre for Multicultural Youth Issues (2006). Settling In: Exploring Good Settlement for Refugee Young People in Australia,
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120 Centre for Multicultural Youth Issues 2006, Settling In, ibid.
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Recommendation 49
RCOA recommends that guidance on where to get help with family problems as well as greater
information about the Australian legal system, including the role of police and government
authorities, be included in post-arrival orientation for refugee entrants.
Recommendation 50
RCOA recommends that FaHCSIA increase funding for sexual and reproductive health education
programs targeting young refugee entrants.
Recommendation 51
RCOA recommends that the Federal Office for Youth develop a National Multicultural Youth
Agenda to sit within the broader National Youth Agenda and in recognition of the particular needs
of young people from refugee backgrounds.

5.10 LEGAL AND FINANCIAL ISSUES
5.10.1 Migration advice
Many of the agencies and community representatives consulted noted that there is a need to
enhance access to affordable, professional migration advice. A number of agencies reported they
lacked the capacity to offer professional migration advice to refugee entrants, both in terms of
resources and availability of qualified staff. It was also noted that demand for pro bono migration
advice far exceeds supply. One agency noted that, while they are funded to provide pro bono
advice to 12 people per year, more than 450 people sought advice in the previous year. One
participant suggested that such deficits could be partly alleviated by creating incentives for
Migration Agents to provide pro bono services.
Some of the agencies consulted emphasised the importance of ensuring that migration advice is
provided by qualified professionals, arguing that advice is most productive when delivered by those
who have completed training. One agency observed that advice on migration and other legal
matters is often provided by non-professionals due to a lack of access to professional services,
with the result that the advice given may be of poor quality. This can have serious implications for
clients. For instance, applications for visas may be rejected because the forms have been
completed based on incorrect advice.

5.10.2 Documentation and proof of identity
A number of problems were highlighted during the consultations in relation to data collection for
identity documentation. One agency noted that there is a need for greater cultural competency
when collecting data on names, as the first name/surname format used on Australian forms and
identity documents may differ from the naming norms in refugees’ countries of origin. In the case of
people with only one name, for example, it is unclear whether this should be treated as a first name
or surname. It was observed that this ambiguity can have legal implications, for instance, the
provision of different names on different documents could be construed as giving false information.
Another consultation participant observed that some visas contain grossly inaccurate information
about the individual’s age due to poor recording of birth dates in countries of origin. In the case of
one individual, there was reported to be a 20-year gap between his actual age and the age
recorded on his identity documents due to a mistake at the time of UNHCR processing. It was
noted that mistakes of this kind can impact upon eligibility for certain services by placing individuals
within an incorrect age bracket, as well as creating problems when attempting to establish proof of
identity. Examples include young people over the age of 18 not being able to access some
services independently (Centrelink benefits, driver’s licences, schools, health services) because
their documentation says that they are still legally dependents.122
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One suggestion for redressing problems with inaccurate proof of identity documents is that IHSS
services be required to check (within the first six months of arrival) that information contained on
any new entrant’s proof of identity documentation is accurate and to support clients to revise
documentation with the appropriate authorities if a discrepancy is found. This requires providing
information to new entrants about the ramifications of having incorrect information recorded on
eligibility to services in Australia and systemic advocacy with authorities to correct inaccuracies.

5.10.3 Police and justice
It was observed during the consultations that most new refugee entrants have a limited
understanding of the justice system and may be reluctant to report crimes or admit to their own
legal problems due to misunderstandings about the potential consequences. One consultation
participant, for instance, reported that some refugee entrants feared being imprisoned for unpaid
debts. Additionally, it was noted that refugee entrants are often unaware of their legal rights as
consumers and lack sufficient understanding of the legal system to pursue justice for consumer
issues through legal avenues. This latter point was often raised in relation to housing and tenancy
arrangements.
As in previous years, there were some concerns expressed about racism towards people from
refugee backgrounds by police and other care and protection workers. Some community
representatives felt that police and other care and protection workers arbitrarily targeted people
from refugee backgrounds, and particularly young people who choose to congregate in public
places. A number of participants highlighted a need to explore strategies for improving relations
between refugee entrants and care and protection workers, such as cross-cultural training.

5.10.4 Financial issues
Some service providers reported that there are misunderstandings among newly arrived refugee
entrants about how to manage financial issues such as budgeting, insurance, loans and
contractual arrangements. A lack of knowledge about these issues can result in refugee entrants
accruing significant debts. Some participants reported escalating financial issues within families
where people feel ashamed of their legal or financial issues and do not disclose information
(including or especially within their community) until their situation has reached crisis point (e.g.
eviction or arrival of a sheriff at their house).
There were also troubling reports about possibly exploitative behaviour on the part of some
companies. One service provider, for instance, noted that door-to-door salespeople often ask
customers to sign contracts on the spot, in which refugee entrants agree to contracts with a limited
understanding of what the terms actually entail. Such misunderstandings can result in the
accumulation of large bills which refugee entrants may struggle to pay.
The impact of unpaid debts and bills on credit ratings can have implications for refugee entrants
when attempting to access services in the future. Some community representatives, for instance,
reported that some banks and other companies have refused customers from refugee
backgrounds due to their poor credit rating or because they have been refused a service by
another company. The example given by one community member in Melbourne was the difficulty
of trying to open accounts with certain financial institutions. If a new entrant is rejected based on an
absence of credit history and/or reliance on income support, this can mean that other banks will
automatically also reject them because forms require applicants to specify whether they have been
denied a similar service by another financial institution.
Recommendation 52
RCOA recommends that the Australian Government implement strategies to increase the
accessibility of professional migration advice to refugee entrants.
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Recommendation 53
RCOA recommends that DIAC require IHSS providers to check accuracy of proof of identity
documentation with all new entrants within six months and ensure inaccuracies are amended with
appropriate authorities prior to exiting clients.
Recommendation 54
RCOA recommends that further research be conducted into strategies for improving relations
between refugee entrants and care and protection workers, including police.
Recommendation 55
RCOA recommends that legal and financial education for newly-arrived refugee entrants be
enhanced.

5.11 COMMUNITY RELATIONS
5.11.1 Racism and discrimination
Both refugee entrants and sector workers at the consultations noted the negative impact that
racism and discrimination have on the resettlement experience. A number of former refugees
highlighted that the response of the local community to refugees or any migrant group is the most
important determinant of successful resettlement. A former refugee from NSW maintained that the
aim of a resettlement program should be to make the response of the community to refugee
entrants as positive as possible, while deploying effective mitigation strategies for misinformation
(see Section 6 for more information on an effective communication strategy).
The consultations revealed the continuing prevalence of discrimination in the workplace, in the
private rental market, in the legal and justice system and in daily interaction with the wider
community. People working in education noted that the negative impact of this discrimination is
particularly detrimental for children and young people of refugee background. Former refugees
living in Tasmania described personal experiences of racism and discrimination – particularly in the
service sector – and cited examples of taxi drivers being refused work by passengers and of
patients refusing the care of nurses from a refugee background.
While opportunities exist to file complaints of discrimination through the Human Rights or AntiDiscrimination Commission, former refugees highlighted the lack of access to these services and
general lack of awareness about the associated rights and responsibilities. One participant in
Tasmania suggested that all organisations (public, private and charitable) should have an
enforceable Anti-Discrimination Policy or, at the very least, tender agreements with Federal or
State Governments should include an Anti-Discrimination clause.
A recent report commissioned by the Foundation for Young Australians123 explored the impact of
racism on young people (including young people from a refugee background) and provided a
number of recommendations to mitigate the detrimental effects of racism in schools and in the
community. These recommendations include: professional development and training for school
leaders and staff; further research by multidisciplinary professionals on racism for particular
cohorts of young people and targeted strategies for structural and institutionalised racism in
schools, sporting organisations and the broader community. The recommendations sit alongside
refugee community members’ calls for more action to eliminate racism and discrimination from the
experience of life in Australia.

5.11.2 Creating opportunities for refugee entrant and wider community interaction
While Section 6 details a communications strategy for promoting understanding of the Refugee
and Humanitarian Program, a number of suggestions emerged from the consultations on how
123 Mansouri, F. et al. (2009). The Impact of Racism upon the Health and Wellbeing of Young Australians. Melbourne: Foundation for Young
Australians and the Institute for Citizenship and Globalisation.
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refugee entrant communities can interact in a meaningful way with the broader Australian
community. A local council in regional Victoria sponsored a community dinner to bring together
service club members, former refugee community members and others. The community dinner
was considered a success and a positive way to encourage interaction between former refugees
and “mainstream Australians”. Consultation participants agreed that local government in particular
could play an important role in initiating programs to orchestrate opportunities for people from the
wider community to interact with former refugees. Former refugees also agreed that people from
new and emerging communities needed to extend themselves and engage with the wider
community through participation in social and volunteer groups, such as the State Emergency
Service and Rotary.
Young people of refugee background now living in Hobart advocated for a community centre or
“hub” where all people can meet, socialise, share skills and have personal interaction. They also
suggested that the hubs could provide space to have “seminars” on particular issues, such as
information about countries in Africa for the wider community, or group cooking classes open to all.
It was also noted that the wider community gets together based on mutual interest rather than on
ethnic origin, so participants at the consultations suggested that funding should be applied to these
interest-based activities, such as sports and recreation, and be inclusive in nature rather than
restricted to a particular ethnic group.
Recommendation 56
RCOA recommends that the Australian Human Rights Commission, state and territory antidiscrimination bodies and Ombudsman services participate in post-arrival settlement education
processes, including in regional and rural areas where access to advice on discrimination matters
may be limited.
Recommendation 57
RCOA advocates for the development of local initiatives and programs to increase the
opportunities for former refugees and the wider community to have meaningful and regular
interaction.

5.12 INTERPRETING
5.12.1 The use of interpreters
Interpreters continue to play a key role in assisting refugee entrants to navigate Australian systems
and services. The use, availability and suitability of interpreters were all issues raised at the
consultations. One concern highlighted was that many services across a range of industries are
not using interpreters consistently. Observing this inconsistent use of interpreters coupled with
refugee entrants’ fear and uncertainty about using interpreters led local refugee sector
organisations (e.g., ESL teachers and MRC workers) to conduct training to demystify interpreting
services. While training refugee entrants to use face-to-face and telephone interpreters is useful on
one end of the translating spectrum, the erratic and often limited availability of appropriate
interpreters in the service sector continues to frustrate both settlement agencies and their clients.
Interpreter availability was raised at a number of consultations, although the urgency of the issue
varied from region to region (e.g. Brisbane participants noted that interpreter availability was at
crisis point there). Participants at a Victorian consultation detailed difficulties in the availability and
use of interpreters for private sector services (e.g. banks and telecommunication services)
because of confidentiality concerns from the private institutions. It was recommended that consent
forms or an alternative policy be put in place to assist non-TIS interpreters, family members or bicultural workers to be able to assist their clients in these commercial transactions.
Clarity about appropriate interpreters (e.g. recognition of dialects and gender-based needs of the
client) was raised at a number of consultations. Concerns regarding adequate training of
interpreters were also raised in relation to the minimum standards and quality control of private
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interpreting companies, particularly in rural and regional areas of Australia, where former refugee
communities are relatively small and onsite TIS interpreters are not available.

5.12.2 Career pathways in interpreting
Although readily available and appropriate interpreting services are recognised as critical to
successful resettlement, refugee sector agencies raised concerns that a career in this service does
not reflect this significance. Community members in a number of states indicated a need for
interpreting to be considered a professional job and a career opportunity. Currently, however, it is
positioned as casual work. Community members at consultations who worked as interpreters
suggested that job security would help with interpreter retention.
Community members in Tasmania and other regional areas in Australia noted that there is little
incentive to invest in National Accreditation Authority for Translators and Interpreters (NAATI)
training because there is so little work consistently available. Even when sufficient work is
available, support for people to enrol in NAATI training and accreditation varies from state to state.
The peak multicultural agencies in both NSW and Victoria offer financial support for people to enrol
in NAATI training and accreditation and, while the new federally funded scheme to support NAATI
accreditation was seen as a positive step, a number of community members stressed that the
support was not sufficient to gain full accreditation.
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6. PROMOTING THE REFUGEE AND HUMANITARIAN PROGRAM
TO THE AUSTRALIAN COMMUNITY
6.1 THE COMMUNICATION CHALLENGE: PERSPECTIVES FROM CONSULTATION
PARTICIPANTS
In the consultations conducted to prepare this submission, we sought feedback on how the
Australian Government and non-government bodies such as RCOA could better communicate
messages to the wider Australian community about the Refugee and Humanitarian Program. In
every consultation, people expressed concern about the nature of the public debate about
refugees, as well as the widespread lack of awareness about the refugee program, the reasons
refugees seek asylum or are resettled in Australia and the positive contributions they make to
Australian society.
Participants expressed particular concern at what they saw as a general failure of political
leadership – negative leadership from some politicians seeking to increase division about the
treatment of asylum seekers, mixed messages from the Prime Minister and too much timidity and
defensiveness from many other politicians in arguing the case for positive policies relating to
refugees. The negative political culture, reinforced constantly by the rhetoric of some
Parliamentarians, was seen as the single largest factor in the public misunderstanding of refugees.
This culture fostered the media’s interest in refugee policy as a source of political conflict, creating
endless opportunities for negative public discussion about asylum seekers in particular.
Participants objected particularly to the language of “illegal immigrants” and the suggestion from
some of a link between asylum seekers and terrorism. There was also widespread criticism of the
demonisation of “people smugglers”, which was seen as a de facto demonisation of the refugees
and asylum seekers who engaged them. The lingering impacts of the public criticism of resettled
refugees from Sudan in October 2007 by the then Immigration Minister, Kevin Andrews were also
discussed. While these comments were repudiated by the current Minister after the change of
government in November 2007, Sudanese community members reported that many were still
trying to make sense of an unexpected and unjustified attack from the Government which settled
them in Australia.
Politicians supportive of positive policies for refugees were not the only ones remaining too silent in
the face of misinformation about refugees, consultation participants said. Some expressed concern
that many organisations and religious bodies which should speak up were being too silent.
Organisations such as churches with the networks to disseminate positive messages were doing
so only on rare occasions, perhaps because of fear of drawing criticism.
The role of the media was much discussed. People spoke about false and distorted information
about refugees, as well as the difficulties involved in trying to encourage the media to report more
balanced or positive information about the contributions of former refugees to Australian society.
Young people consulted were particularly concerned about the negative representation of young
people from refugee backgrounds in the media and felt that this had an impact on their
relationships with authorities (e.g. police, security guards). For example, some young people felt
that the media unnecessarily identified a person’s ethnicity in media articles about justice issues
where they would not identify ‘Anglo-Australians’ in a similar story. Few opportunities existed for
refugee entrants to express themselves through the media. It was noted that media coverage of
refugee issues was dominated by reporting of the political conflict associated with refugee policy.
However, there was also acknowledgement that some media coverage was very positive, including
personal profiles which examined refugees’ experiences before coming to Australia and
achievements since settling here. Some of the most positive coverage was published by regional
and local media and by television documentary makers, while the most negative discussion of
refugee issues was on talkback radio which, at its worst, was encouraging some shockingly
intolerant views.
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It was noted that negative messages from political leaders and media created confusion in the
minds of many Australians. One former refugee observed that the little known about refugees by
many people was all negative – that refugees had come from a war zone and many were
traumatised. Participants noted that the Refugee and Humanitarian Program should be a source of
justifiable pride for Australians. Unfortunately, few Australians had little idea about Australia’s role
in resettling or recognising more than 740,000 refugees since Federation, nor did they have much
understanding of the diversity and talents of these people or of the great contributions so many
former refugees had made to Australian society.
Refugee entrants expressed dismay at the prevailing deficit view of refugees as vulnerable victims
in need of assistance. This view was held even by many people working in the settlement services
sector and in government agencies responsible for working with refugees – a result, consultation
participants suggested, of low levels of training of frontline and key staff. One commented that the
keenness of refugees to contribute to Australia needed to be communicated more broadly: “We
want to get the message out to the Australian public that we want to work and support ourselves.
We don’t want to receive benefits.”
One consultation participant summed up the mood of many by noting that little would change
without strong and positive political leadership to challenge misinformation promoted by the media
and other politicians. Without strong corrective messages from leaders, such misinformation was
implicitly condoned. These negative messages were seriously compromising the prospects of
positive settlement outcomes for refugee entrants and their acceptance by the Australian
community. “Racism thrives when ignorance prevails,” he said.
In a written submission to RCOA, one Sudanese community member questioned why there
appeared to be tacit official acceptance of recently arrived communities being given a difficult time
by sections of the Australian community. “I spoke to [an] Immigration official in Canberra about
three years ago about the negative media coverage of humanitarian entrants in the context of
Sudanese humanitarian entrants. I was shocked when the response from the Immigration official
was that all waves of immigrants in Australia get negative media coverage. It was cited that the
Greeks, Italians and the rest got it bad from the media but with time the focus shifted. My question
was: Why was this allowed to go on?”

6.2 OPINION POLLS ON REFUGEE ISSUES
Of the many public opinion polls which have been conducted on public attitudes to refugee and
asylum seeker issues over the past decade, nearly all have focused on the political implications of
government policy relating to asylum seekers. The focus of pollsters has been so heavily on the
politics of refugee policy that many of the polls give us a limited understanding of public attitudes to
refugees. Questions about refugee resettlement, in particular, have been rare.
One recent poll which did, in part, canvass views on the resettlement of refugees was a November
2009 poll by Essential Research124 which asked people whether they agreed or disagreed with the
statement: “The Federal Government should be allowing legitimate refugees to enter the country
and contribute to our nation.” Of the 1,122 respondents, 45% agreed (15% strongly) and 25%
disagreed (11% strongly), while 30% neither agreed nor disagreed. Unfortunately, some of the
other five statements respondents were asked to comment on were so politically charged that it is
difficult to interpret whether respondents were affirming the process of refugee resettlement or
expressing their opposition to asylum seekers arriving by boat. In this survey, respondents affirmed
their view that the Federal Government: is doing the right thing in discouraging people-smuggling
and turning back the boats (66% agreed while 14% disagreed); must prevent boats from entering
the country because there is a real prospect that terrorists are on board (56% agreed, 16%
disagreed); and is weak on border protection which is why more boats are entering Australian
waters (52% agreed, 21% disagreed). There was minority support for the propositions that “the
124
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recent influx of asylum seekers on route to Australia are people fleeing persecution and their
refugee status should be processed immediately by the Australian Government” (31% agreed and
37% disagreed) and “the Federal Government should be showing more compassion towards the
current influx of refugees and asylum seekers in the same way the Fraser Government did in the
1970s when it allowed refugees to immigrate to Australia at a quick pace after the Vietnam War”
(23% agreed and 48% disagreed).
The Essential Research poll is sadly typical of much of the opinion polling which has been
conducted on refugee questions. Pollsters often use language which is emotive or politically loaded
and, at times, ask questions which promote common misunderstandings or myths about refugees.
The language used in poll questions is all-important, determining whether the majority of
respondents will express a negative or a positive view of refugees and asylum seekers. The
following table includes some examples of how different language elicits different responses.
Figure 20: Responses to selected opinion polls
Poll
Lowy
Institute,
July 2009

Lowy
Institute,
June 2007
Lowy
Institute,
July 2006

Amnesty
International,
July 2009
JOBfutures /
Saulwick
Employment
Sentiment
Survey,
October 2003

Question

Negative

Positive

Now a question about unauthorised asylum seekers coming to
Australia by boat. Are you concerned or not concerned about
unauthorised asylum seekers coming to Australia by boat or do
you have no view on this? If concerned, is that very concerned or
somewhat concerned?
How worried are you about the following potential threats from the
outside world? From a list of issues, responses to "illegal
immigration".

Very
or
somewhat
concerned
76%

Not
concerned
21%

Unsure

Very
or
fairly
worried
59%

Not very
or
not
worried
40%

Don't
know
1%

Below is a list of possible threats to the vital interest of Australia in
the next 10 years. For each one, please say whether you see this
as a critical threat, an important but not critical threat, or not an
important threat at all. Responses to "large numbers of immigrants
and refugees coming into Australia".
Should asylum seekers arriving by boat have more legal
protection, less legal protection or the same legal protections as
asylum seekers arriving by plane?

Critical or
important
75%

Not
important
24%

Don't
know
1%

Less
protection
19%

Don't
know
5%

Taking all things into account, would you say that over the past two
or three years the number of refugees has represented a very
serious threat, a quite serious threat, not a very serious threat or
no threat at all to the country?

Very
or
quite
serious
threat
36%

Same or
more
protection
75%
Not very
serious
threat or
no threat
at all
61%

Don't
know
4%

Don't
know
4%

The three Lowy Institute polls drew very negative responses by asking people about “unauthorised
asylum seekers”, “illegal immigrants” and “large numbers of immigrants and refugees coming into
Australia”. Clearly, people are more likely to be opposed to an activity when there is a direct
suggestion that due process is not being followed, that the law is being broken or that the numbers
of people entering Australia are somehow out of control. By contrast, an earlier
JOBfutures/Saulwick survey (at time when political negativity towards asylum seekers was higher
than it was when the Lowy polls were conducted) drew a much less negative response by asking a
similar question in a more balanced way. The 2009 Amnesty International poll, conducted by
Nielsen, found that the majority of people supported the notion that one group of asylum seekers
should be treated in the same way as another (69% supporting the same protection for asylum
seekers arriving by boat as those arriving by plane).
In a 2002 survey conducted for the Labour Council of NSW (now Unions NSW), 709 respondents
were asked to respond to a series of statements about the treatment of asylum seekers. The eight
responses varied widely, with respondents expressing variously negative and positive views about
asylum seekers or government actions, largely dependent on the way in which the statements
were framed. A majority supported statements suggesting that people “should go through the
proper channels or face mandatory detention” or that a softening of policy “would lead to a massive
influx of illegal immigrants and would be unfair to those who are waiting their rightful turn in the
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queue”. In contrast, a majority of people supported statements agreeing to the fundamental right of
asylum seekers to seek protection from persecution and agreeing that “the overwhelming majority
of asylum seekers are genuine refugees”.
Figure 21: Questions from 2002 survey for Labour Council of NSW
Can you tell me if you agree or disagree with this statement?
Would that be strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat
disagree or strongly disagree?

Agree
strongly /
somewhat

Disagree
strongly /
somewhat

Don't
know

1. If people want to come to Australia because they are fearful of
being persecuted in their own country, they should go through the
proper channels or face mandatory detention.

81.1%

13.8%

5.1%

2. The policy of mandatory detention of asylum seekers in centres
such as Woomera has clearly failed – it has not stopped new
attempts to enter Australia without permission.

51.9%

41.5%

6.6%

3. The so-called Pacific Solution, that is, the sending of the boat
people to detention centres in Papua New Guinea and Nauru to be
processed has been a costly and short sighted solution. It would
make more sense to let them into Australia and process them here.

51.5%

43.0%

5.5%

4. Any softening of Australia’s current policy on border control would
lead to a massive influx of illegal immigrants and would be unfair to
those who are waiting their rightful turn in the queue.

77.7%

18.8%

3.4%

5. Seeking asylum in Australia or a country other than one’s own is
not illegal, nor is it queue jumping. It is the fundamental right of any
person experiencing persecution in their country of origin.

53.4%

41.0%

5.6%

49.6%

33.5%

16.8%

34.5%

63.0%

2.4%

32.1%

63.6%

4.2%

6. The overwhelming majority of asylum seekers are genuine
refugees who are fleeing persecution for reasons of race, religion,
nationality or membership of a particular social or political group.
7. Rather than being held in detention centres, asylum seekers
should be allowed to live in the community provided they report
regularly to the authorities while their claims are being investigated
and processed.
8. Women and children should not be held in detention centres for
illegal immigrants under any circumstances.

These and other polls suggest that a significant proportion of Australians have ambivalent views
about asylum seekers and refugees and their responses are swayed depending on how the
situations of those seeking protection are presented. A majority of people is likely to respond
negatively if there is a suggestion that due process is not being followed, that people are behaving
in a manner which is unfair to people in more needy circumstances, that the law is being broken or
ignored or that an orderly system of entry to Australia is under threat. Alternatively, opinion is likely
to shift to majority support when the focus of discussion is on refugees’ flight from persecution and
the need for protection.

6.3 THE IMPACT OF POLITICAL DIVISION
Maintaining a balanced public understanding of the Refugee and Humanitarian Program and the
people settling under it is very difficult in an atmosphere of political division about refugee issues.
While there has been bipartisan political agreement for many years on nearly all matters relating to
the refugee resettlement program125, the continuing public controversy about asylum seeker policy
has contributed significantly to public confusion about the Refugee and Humanitarian Program. In
political debates about refugee policy during 2009, much of the discussion has included debates
about “border security”, “evil people smugglers”, “unauthorised arrivals”, “illegal immigrants” or
“soft” policies responsible for “opening the floodgates”. This language masks the realities of people
entering Australia (as allowed under the Migration Act and the Refugee Convention) to seek
125

A notable and most regrettable exception was the public controversy in October 2007 about the settlement of refugees from Sudan in particular
and Africa in general, fuelled by comments from the then Minister for Immigration and Citizenship, Kevin Andrews.
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protection from persecution after failing to receive that protection elsewhere, arriving in numbers
far smaller than most other comparable regions of the world.
Opinion polls reflect the politicisation of refugee issues. In researching this submission, RCOA
examined 17 public opinion polls taken over the past decade and a compilation of 21 polls taken
between 1947 and 1993. It was difficult to draw many conclusions from these polls, as results
varied markedly according to the language used in the questions asked of respondents, with polls
using emotive and loaded language drawing much more negative responses than those using
more balanced language. However, the seven polls over the past decade which also recorded
voting intentions clearly demonstrated the link between people’s views and the publicly stated view
of the political party they support. In most cases, polls recorded that the majority of supporters of
the main political parties held views which were in line with their favoured party’s view at the time.
This was less likely to be the case at times when the public debate was most polarised, with
supporters of both major parties more likely to support a more negative view of asylum seekers
(with Coalition voters supporting this view even more strongly). In the following table, there are four
examples of polls which illustrate how opinion generally divides according to support for the two
major political parties, with the fifth example being a 2002 poll in which supporters of both parties
express majority support for the bipartisan policy of mandatory detention.
Figure 22: Examples of opinion poll responses, by voting intention
Essential Research poll, November 2009
Which of the following statements is closer to your view?
The reason for the recent influx of asylum seekers arriving by boat to
Australia is because the Rudd Government has softened its border protection
policies.
Nearly all refugees are coming from places such as Afghanistan and Sri
Lanka, places that have seen an escalation in violence and persecution that
have pushed these people to flee their homelands.
Newspoll, November 2009
Would you say the Federal Government has been too hard on asylum
seekers, too soft on asylum seekers or do you think it has got it about right?
Too hard
Too soft
About right
Uncommitted
Newspoll, April 2009
Do you personally believe that applying tighter immigration laws to asylum
seekers will reduce the number of asylum seekers attempting to enter
Australia, or would make no difference?
Yes/Reduce
No/No difference
Uncommitted
Newspoll, August 2004
Do you personally agree or disagree with the actions of the Howard Coalition
Government in 2001 on the Tampa issue?
Agree
Disagree
Uncommitted
Labour Council of NSW poll, February 2002
Generally speaking, do you support or oppose the policy of mandatory
detention of asylum seekers who have arrived in Australia without a valid
visa?
Support
Oppose
Don't know
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Coalition

Labor

Total

69%

26%

41%

31%
Coalition

74%
Labor

59%
Total

4%
69%
21%
6%
Coalition

20%
34%
37%
9%
Labor

16%
46%
29%
9%
Total

47%
46%
7%
Coalition

31%
64%
5%
Labor

36%
57%
7%
Total

64%
19%
17%
Coalition

18%
62%
20%
Labor

35%
43%
22%
Total

87%
8%
5%

62%
32%
5%

71%
24%
5%
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While political parties no doubt adjust policies according to their interpretation of public opinion, the
above table suggests that many people follow the view put forward by their political party of choice.
It is highly likely that the responses to the questions above from the Essential Research poll in
November 2009 and the Newspoll in April 2009 would have been significantly different if the
current Government had reflected the views of the previous government on these matters. On
issues on which the majority of voters do not have direct experience, political leaders are in a
strong position to shape public opinion.
Conversely, individual politicians who take a strong stance in favour of humane policies for
refugees can, in fact, be rewarded by the electorate, regardless of whether the majority of voters
support their views. In 2001, Peter Andren, the Independent MP for Calare (NSW), took a very
public stance against the Howard Government’s response to the Tampa issue, despite being
aware that the Government’s approach had wide support in his electorate. In the November 2001
election, Mr Andren increased his primary vote by 15.1%, defying a 3.5% national swing to the
Coalition. Similarly, in the November 2007 election, the only Liberal Party MPs in Victoria to
increase their primary vote were Petro Georgiou (MP for Kooyong) and Russell Broadbent (MP for
McMillan), two of the most vocal critics of the Howard Government’s asylum seeker policy. On a
two-party basis, the swings against Mr Georgiou and Mr Broadbent were just 0.05% and 0.2%
respectively, while the statewide swing against the Coalition was 5.3%.126

6.4 PUBLIC ATTITUDES TO IMMIGRATION
In the Scanlon Foundation’s survey, “Mapping Social Cohesion 2009”, Professor Andrew Markus
notes positive attitudes among Australians about the country’s immigration program. Most
Australians agree with the proposition that “accepting immigrants from many different countries
makes Australia stronger” (68% of those surveyed in the 2009 Scanlon study, with 27%
disagreeing). A smaller majority (55%) supports the current level of immigration, believing that the
intake is either about right or could be higher. Throughout the decade, the proportion supporting
the current immigration intake has ranged between 53% and 57%.127
Tracking attitudes to the immigration intake over 35 years, Professor Markus demonstrates a direct
correlation between negative views of the immigration intake and trends in unemployment, the
proportion of Australians who believe immigration is too high rising and falling as the
unemployment rate rises and falls. Over the past three decades, the only major differences
between these two trend lines have coincided with times when the immigration intake has been the
subject of considerable political controversy – the debates in the 1980s about Asian immigration
and the rise to prominence between 1996 and 1998 of Pauline Hanson and her One Nation Party.
Opposition to the level of the immigration intake peaked at 73% in 1991 and 1993 but has
remained between 36% and 39% over the past six years.128
The 2003 International Social Survey Program indicates that support for immigration and
recognition of the economic and cultural benefits of immigration are relatively high in Australia
compared to other countries. Asked whether immigrants were good for the economy, 70.8% of
Australians agreed, compared to 60.5% of Canadians, 28.6% of Germans and 21.9% of Britons.
Australians (74.7%) also supported the notion that immigrants improve the country by “bringing in
new ideas and cultures” (Canada 67.9%, Germany 56.5%, Great Britain 34.2%). A minority of
Canadians (34%) and Australians (39%) believed immigration should be cut, compared to a
significant majority in Great Britain (76.9%) and Germany (70.3%).129 However, international
comparisons of attitudes to ethnic diversity show Australians are less tolerant than their
counterparts in Italy, Turkey, USA and Sweden but considerably more tolerant that people in
126
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127 Markus, A. (2009). Mapping Social Cohesion 2009 – Summary Report. Melbourne: Scanlon Foundation, Australian Multicultural Foundation and
Monash University, http://www.globalmovements.monash.edu.au/news/documents/Social%20Cohesion%20Report%202009_final.pdf, p. 15.
128 Ibid, p. 16.
129 Markus, A. Jupp, J. & McDonald, P. (2009). Australia’s Immigration Revolution. Sydney: Allen and Unwin, pp. 123-4.
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countries such as Romania.130 Professor Markus concludes that close to 10% of Australians are
“intolerant” (feeling disturbed by people from minority groups and feeling they make no positive
contribution to society), while a similar proportion is “actively tolerant” (agreeing that minority
groups enrich society and supporting anti-racism policies). The majority of Australians, around 80%
of the population, is either ambivalent or “passively tolerant” to immigrants.131
Given the preponderance of passively tolerant or ambivalent attitudes to immigration in Australia,
Andrew Markus, James Jupp and Peter McDonald offer some observations in their recently
published book, “Australia’s Immigration Revolution”, about Australian attitudes to the
comparatively small number of asylum seekers the country has received:
[T]here is something distinctive in the extreme Australian response, a function of its small
population and historic sense of being a British and European outpost in a hostile Asian
region … A simple explanatory formula might take into account the following political factors
and public perceptions. Its elements comprise:
• the challenge to national sovereignty – the sense that the nation was being “invaded” or
“flooded” by aliens, by unknown and unpredictable people;
• the framing of “illegal” and uncontrolled entry, distinguished from an orderly migration
program – the notion of an “orderly queue” and its subversions;
• political expediency and the electoral appeal of border protection in times of terrorism;
• the demonisation of Muslims as a consequence of terrorism; and
• entrenched Australian fears, built on a sense of isolation from similar affluent democratic
societies.
The issue of the draconian treatment of asylum seekers, including women and children,
gradually became part of a broader debate involving national identity, citizenship, religion,
defence and a whole range of questions which had little to do directly with the relatively
modest problem that had occupied Australian public debate for a decade.132

6.5 MEDIA COVERAGE OF REFUGEE ISSUES
As part of RCOA’s research into communication with the wider Australian community, an analysis
of media coverage relating to refugee and asylum seeker issues was undertaken. This analysis
entailed examination of a selection of media reports, including newspaper articles and segments
from radio and television programs, over three weeks during 2009:
• February 8-14, a week in which there was comparatively little political controversy about
refugee issues.
• June 14-20, during which Refugee Week was celebrated. Refugee Week celebrates the
contributions of refugees to Australian society and is RCOA’s primary awareness-raising event
of the year.
• November 2-8, at which time the Oceanic Viking impasse had entered its third week. Also at
this time, a boat bound for Australia carrying 40 asylum seekers sank off the Cocos Islands.
The analysis included only those reports which related directly to refugee and/or asylum seeker
issues. The content of each report was studied to determine its major focus area(s) and the
authorities cited in support of its claims.
The contrast between the scale of media coverage in three weeks was very stark. For the week of
February 8-14, only eight media reports on refugee and asylum issues could be located. For the
week of November 2-8, 486 media reports were located – a clear illustration of the impact of
political controversy on media coverage. For June 14-20, a week in which RCOA, UNHCR and a
wide variety of other organisations were attempting to promote coverage of refugee issues, 101
media reports were located.
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Focus issues133
Of the very few reports in the February sample which related to refugee and asylum seeker issues,
most discussed aspects of Australian Government policy towards refugees and/or asylum seekers.
The majority of reports in the June sample focused on the events surrounding Refugee Week or
World Refugee Day. Media coverage during this period contained predominately positive
messages about refugees, with more than a quarter of reports (29%) including personalised
accounts of the refugee experience and 17% focusing on the achievements of refugee entrants or
their contributions to Australian society. Australian Government policies concerning refugees
and/or asylum seekers was also a major focus area, with around 26% mentioning some aspect of
policy. Other significant focus issues included people smuggling (13% of articles), asylum seekers
arriving by boat (13%), community relations (12%) and immigration detention (6%).
The November sample was dominated by reports on the Oceanic Viking impasse and the sinking
of the boat off the Cocos Islands. Around 93% of the reports discussed the issue of asylum
seekers arriving by boat, and 71% of reports discussed Australian Government policy towards
refugees and/or asylum seekers. Other significant focus issues included border protection (11% of
articles), people smuggling (7%) and immigration detention (6%). Only six reports, or 1% of the
sample, contained personalised accounts of the refugee experience and/or celebrated the
contributions of refugee entrants to Australian society. All of these reports were unrelated to
situation of asylum seekers aboard the Oceanic Viking.
Authorities cited
As outlined above, the February sample was far smaller than the June and November samples,
with very few reports relating to refugee and asylum seeker issues. The key authorities cited in
these reports were government officials.
A wide variety of authorities were cited in the June sample. Out of all authorities cited, the largest
groups included government officials (26%), former refugees (22%), refugee advocates (18%) and
representatives from settlement agencies (10%).
There was less variety in the November sample, with almost two-thirds (63%) of all authorities
cited being government officials. No other group was significantly cited, excepting editorialists and
other political commentators (including former government officials) who comprised 12% of
citations. Representatives from this latter group were not cited at all in the previous two samples.
Refugees and asylum seekers were rarely cited (1% and 3% of citations respectfully).
Conclusions
While firm conclusions cannot be drawn from such a limited study, this analysis appears to indicate
that coverage of refugee and asylum seeker issues in the news media is generally low, peaking
during major events and particularly when controversial policy issues are under discussion. Media
coverage of refugee and asylum seeker issues seems to be dominated by contentious issues,
such as asylum seekers arriving by boat and people smuggling. Furthermore, as evidenced by the
high number of editorials and opinion pieces in the November sample – entirely absent in the
February and June samples – these issues can become highly politicised. Additionally, reportage
of policy issues appears to be far more predominant in the news media than reportage on the
refugee experience or the contributions of refugee entrants to Australian society. Refugee and
asylum seeker voices appear to be largely silenced in media coverage of contentious policy issues.
In summary, the specific areas of concern highlighted by this study include:
• The lack of consistent positive media coverage of refugee and asylum seeker issues.
• The politicisation of refugee and asylum seeker issues, particularly in relation to asylum
seekers arriving by boat.
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•

The absence of refugee and asylum seeker voices in coverage of contentious issues.

On the other hand, the positive and widespread coverage of refugee issues achieved during
Refugee Week indicates that there may be strategies available for achieving more balanced
reportage of such issues and creating opportunities for members of refugee communities to
express their views through the news media. There is a need for further investigation into these
strategies to determine how they may be applied outside of major events.

6.6 DEVELOPING A PROACTIVE STRATEGY: IDEAS FROM CONSULTATION
PARTICIPANTS
From the consultations conducted for this submission, many ideas were suggested for a potential
strategy to promote a more positive and realistic understanding of refugees who are recognised
and resettled in Australia. The ideas included actions for political leaders, government agencies
(federal, state and local), non-government organisations, community groups, refugee entrants and
their communities, journalists and media organisations, businesses and concerned individuals. The
suggested actions include:
• Challenging misinformation and addressing the lack of information many people have about
refugees;
• Active promotion of a more positive understanding of refugees and of Australia as a diverse
and welcoming society;
• Encouragement and recognition of actions which assist the acceptance and settlement of
refugees; and
• Action against intolerance and discrimination.

6.6.1 Key messages
From the consultations, it is clear that Australians closely connected to the Refugee and
Humanitarian Program believe that the following messages need to be conveyed more effectively
to the Australian public:
• Being a refugee is not a choice. Whether they have sought asylum in Australia or have been
resettled from another country, refugees have lost their homes and much of what was familiar
and precious to them because of the persecution they faced in their country of origin.
• Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program is a long-standing national and international
commitment, based on our nation’s belief in freedom and human rights and our opposition to
persecution and oppression.
• Our Onshore Protection Program is the key commitment which flows from our ratification of the
Refugee Convention, through which we provide opportunities for people fleeing persecution to
receive the protection they have not been able to receive elsewhere.
• Under national and international law, it is never illegal for a person to enter Australia to seek
protection under the Refugee Convention, regardless of their visa status. Each person is
entitled to put forward his or her case for protection and have it robustly examined and (if
necessary) reviewed.
• Asylum seekers are not a threat to Australia’s borders. Identity and security checks must be
completed before any Protection Visa application is completed.
• Australia’s refugee resettlement program is an important and voluntary national commitment to
share international responsibility for the support of refugees, providing long-term solutions for
refugees who have no prospect of returning home or of remaining in a country of asylum with
insufficient resources to support them. The resettlement program should never be put up in
opposition to the Onshore Protection Program, as both are critical contributions to international
systems to protect refugees from persecution and danger.
• Australia’s role in accepting and resettling around 740,000 refugees and humanitarian entrants
since 1901 deserves to be a source of national pride. The nation’s hospitality to refugees has
been repaid many times over by former refugees through their significant contributions to the
social, economic and cultural life of the country.
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6.6.2 Political leadership and accountability
Positive political leadership is critical to promoting a balanced national understanding of the
Refugee and Humanitarian Program. Responsibility for leadership is shared by politicians of all
parties, as negative attitudes towards refugees grow in proportion to political divisions on refugee
policy. Given the vulnerability of people seeking asylum and of recognised refugees seeking third
country resettlement, political parties should seek to cooperate on matters of refugee policy,
avoiding political conflict wherever possible and always rejecting public statements which may
foster confusion or hostility towards refugees. Political leadership on refugee policy must also
involve very active promotion of the need for acceptance of newly arrived refugee entrants and
people seeking protection from persecution. Federal, state and local politicians have a particular
responsibility to act as public role models, actively promoting positive connections between people
of different backgrounds.
When politicians make statements which promote confusion about or hostility towards refugees
and asylum seekers, they should be challenged. Responsibility for challenging them rests with all
individual Australians and organisations concerned about proper treatment of refugees. No single
organisation or network has the resources to respond to all comments which undermine support for
the Refugee and Humanitarian Program. Individual electors should be encouraged to respond
whenever possible to negative comments and to encourage like-minded people to do the same.
Similarly, organisations and individuals should be encouraged to send messages of
encouragement to politicians who speak in defence of refugees or undertake actions which
promote understanding.

6.6.3 Engagement with the media
Similarly, media organisations and individual journalists should be challenged when incorrect or
sensationalised information is reported and affirmed when reports increase understanding of the
situation of refugees. A pro-active media strategy (shared by government and non-government
organisations) to improve coverage of refugee issues could or should include:
• Offering information and (where possible) briefings to journalists on refugee issues, the correct
use of terminology related to asylum seekers and refugees and how to handle issues of privacy
and confidentiality with people who have protection concerns.
• Opportunities for journalists to meet refugee entrants and their community representatives to
discuss misconceptions.
• Active promotion of media coverage of the personal stories of former refugees, including
stories which illustrate the diversity of experiences of refugees – why they sought refuge, their
difficulties, talents, gifts and successes.
• Promoting ideas for stories not just to the standard news media but also to documentary
makers and to internet-based media.
• Training and support for former refugees willing to act as media spokespeople. The training
needs to make people aware and prepared for the often intrusive nature of media coverage.
Issues of safety need to be handled carefully, to ensure that media coverage does not risk
jeopardising the situation of family members overseas or a person’s prospects within Australia.
• Encouragement of young people of refugee background to become more actively involved in
media, through the funding of media-based youth projects and the encouragement of media
traineeships by organisations employing journalists and media officers.
• National awards for incisive and positive media coverage of refugee issues.
• The possible development and promotion of a voluntary media code of conduct on the
reporting of refugee issues.
• Promoting awareness, both to the media and the public, of documentaries, publications and
internet-based information which provide balanced information on refugee issues.
• Encouraging producers of television drama and soap operas to consider including characters
of a refugee background.
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•

Encouraging people involved in the visual and performing arts to consider themes relating to
the refugee experience and the lives of refugee entrants who have settled in Australia.

6.6.4 Government’s role in promotion of the Refugee and Humanitarian Program
While the Australian Government does produce information about the Refugee and Humanitarian
Program, consultation participants felt that much more needed to be done to communicate
messages about the program to a much wider audience. Suggestions include:
• Buying air time on television and radio in 30 or 60 second spots for refugee entrants to give
snapshots of their experiences and their lives in Australia, perhaps on the theme “This is my
story”, or using cinema advertising as a more cost effective alternative to reach a mainstream
audience.
• A national campaign to link pride in Australia with pride in the country’s diversity and its
welcome of refugees.
• A public campaign (similar to public campaigns on road safety) highlighting the negative
impacts of racism, including the economic, social and political implications, to encourage
understanding of how racist behaviour can impact on broader community cohesion and safety.
• Increasing funding for the Australian Human Rights Commission to increase its positive
campaigning on issues of discrimination.
• Making community and country profiles more available to local councils, local media and
mainstream services used by refugee entrants.
• Producing more information, in plain English, about the purposes, structure and benefits of the
Refugee and Humanitarian Program and the purposes and benefits of the migration program.
Much of this information could be internet-based, using different media, including written
information, images and video.
• The information produced should include positive information about asylum seekers and the
importance of Australia offering protection to people unable to receive effective protection
elsewhere.
• Releasing information to local communities about new settlers, including who they are, why
they are coming and where they are coming from.
• Commissioning further research on the economic and social contributions to Australia of
refugee entrants.
• Working with educational authorities to develop resources and incorporate units on the
Refugee and Humanitarian Program into social studies curricula.
It was noted in consultations that positive public advocacy in support of the Refugee and
Humanitarian Program has been significantly hampered by past funding agreements which
restricted the right of funded non-government organisations to speak publicly. This had been
exacerbated by the Australian Taxation Office’s actions against the advocacy activities of
organisations with tax concession status. It is now time, consultation participants suggested, for the
Australian Government to give non-government organisations a clear message that public
advocacy on refugee issues is encouraged and that agencies will not be threatened or punished
for speaking up in defence of refugees and asylum seekers.
In considering an appropriate role for government, it was noted by some consultation participants
that the public is more likely to listen to arguments in favour of the Refugee and Humanitarian
Program from sources other than government, such as from non-government organisations, former
refugees and Australians prominent in different fields. The most appropriate roles of government,
therefore, could be to:
• Provide the means for public messages to be disseminated, through sponsoring public
campaigns or funding educational initiatives in which non-government and community networks
take the leading role; and
• Provide credible information and statistics for non-government organisations to argue the case
for supporting and welcoming refugees, while ensuring that previous barriers to advocacy by
these agencies are removed.
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6.6.5 The role of RCOA
Consultation participants saw a strong role for RCOA as an independent voice on refugees and a
coordinator of non-government and community efforts to defend and promote the Refugee and
Humanitarian Program. Suggestions about possible roles for RCOA included:
• Producing information to dispel myths about refugees and promote positive stories and case
studies about resettlement.
• Lobbying politicians to combat misinformation.
• Increasing scrutiny of the media and actively lobbying journalists to seek more constructive
reporting of refugee issues.
• Supporting former refugees to act as media spokespersons.
• Developing a network of members and supporters willing to monitor and respond to negative
reporting in local media about refugees and to respond to politicians on refugee issues,
affirming positive statements and calling them to account for statements which are inaccurate
and irresponsible.
• Further development of Refugee Week, seeking ways to increase support, broaden public
involvement and maximise opportunities to present information about refugees and the
contribution of refugee entrants to Australian society.
• Seeking opportunities to increase community education, including through primary and
secondary schools.

6.6.6 Non-government agencies
Non-government agencies and community organisations have an important role in building
understanding and awareness of refugee issues at the local level and creating opportunities for
members of the wider community to meet, learn from and support refugee entrants. Consultation
participants spoke both about current approaches and additional ideas for approaches to
community education. These included:
• Bringing people together through community days, festivals, sporting events and encouraging
refugee entrants’ involvement in mainstream local celebrations.
• Building bridges between refugee entrants and others through mentoring programs,
“grandparent” programs (matching older adults with young people from refugee backgrounds)
and youth-to-youth mentoring programs.
• Encouraging mainstream services, including police, teachers, employment services, housing
providers, real estate agents, child protection agencies and government services, to involve
their staff in cross-cultural training (suggesting that this training be made mandatory wherever
possible).
• Using health promotion activities to bring communities together.
• Supporting former refugees to speak to business (through local chambers of commerce) and
service clubs.
Larger organisations like churches can play an important role in disseminating information about
refugees and in advocating publicly on behalf of refugees and in support of cultural diversity. In a
WA consultation, it was noted that the Catholic Archbishop of Perth had used his regular paid 30
and 60 second spots on television to speak against racism.

6.6.7 The role of refugee entrants
As noted earlier, consultation participants suggested that refugee entrants should be supported to
act as media spokespeople. One of the strongest messages expressed by former refugees during
this year’s consultation process was that they wish to play an even greater role in the settlement
process and in supporting new arrivals. Not only did many express the view that they have talents
and capabilities which are underestimated by many services, some expressed what they see as a
moral duty to be active advocates for those who are beginning the settlement process. Former
refugees also believe they can play an important role in community education initiatives to support
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the Refugee and Humanitarian Program, being able to speak personally about the refugee
experience with a wide variety of audiences.

6.6.8 Schools
Schools were seen by consultation participants as critically important to strategies to promote
awareness and a more informed understanding of refugee issues in the wider Australian
community. Suggestions included:
• Broadening curriculum material on refugee issues to include a history of Australia’s
involvement with refugees.
• Encouraging the dissemination of useful curriculum material and positive awareness-raising
strategies developed by individual schools or education networks.
• Creating greater opportunities for former refugees to speak about their experiences and
perspectives.
• Encouraging and acknowledging good practice in schools, both for their education and
inclusion strategies for students of refugee background and for their promotion of awareness
among all students of the experiences of refugees.
• Encouraging schools and local settlement services to work together to build positive
relationships within a community between people of different backgrounds. This could include
involving the families of students from different backgrounds, youth-to-youth mentoring
programs and engaging broader community support through sponsorship and awarenessraising activities.
In a WA consultation, it was noted that Majella Catholic Primary School in Balga had recently won
the achievement award for Excellence in a School and its Community in Teaching Australia’s
Australian Awards for Teaching Excellence for its education strategies targeting students of
refugee background and its community development strategies with the students’ families.

6.6.9 Local government
Local government’s role in promoting awareness in different communities was noted in
consultations in most states, with participants praising individual councils for their role (see also
Section 3.6.3). However, it was noted that many other councils were much less active or inactive in
promoting understanding of refugees. People spoke about local councils’ capacity to:
• conduct community education forums;
• promote awareness among community development workers;
• assist in the coordination of local settlement strategies;
• promote positive information through local media;
• organise events such as community dinners; and
• conduct local welcoming ceremonies for newly arrived refugees.
RCOA’s Refugee Welcome Zones initiative was mentioned as a useful first step for councils which
could be developed further. It was also noted that VicHealth is working with the Municipal
Association of Victoria to involve two or three local councils in addressing discrimination and
promoting diversity at the local level through the new Localities Embracing and Accepting Diversity
(LEAD) program134. While the focus of this initiative is not exclusively on refugees, it could provide
a useful additional model in how local councils can be involved in issues of cultural diversity.
Recommendation 58
That the Department of Immigration and Citizenship and RCOA develop a strategy to support and
promote the Refugee and Humanitarian Program, considering options for improving public
information, developing specific campaigns and equipping organisations and individuals to
enhance their work in community education.

134

VicHealth [nd]. Localities Embracing and Accepting Diversity (LEAD), http://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/en/Programs-and-Projects/Freedom-fromdiscrimination/Localities-Embracing-and-Accepting-Diversity.aspx
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7. RECOMMENDATIONS
3. PLANNING THE REFUGEE AND HUMANITARIAN PROGRAM
3.7 The Refugee and Humanitarian Program 2010-11 and beyond
1. RCOA recommends that the Australian Government begin discussions with ethnic community
organisations, volunteer groups, religious organisations, advocacy bodies, business
representatives and settlement services to develop models of community and private sponsorship
of refugee and humanitarian resettlement, as part of a strategy of expanding the Refugee and
Humanitarian Program.
2. RCOA recommends that offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program numbers be determined
independently of onshore Protection Visa grants.
3. RCOA recommends that the current “split family” provisions of the Refugee and Humanitarian
Program be developed into a separate Humanitarian Family Reunion visa category, offering
settlement support for new arrivals. Should the above recommendation not be pursued, RCOA
recommends that the transparency of the “split family” process be improved, through the regular
public release of statistics regarding numbers of “split family” applications and visa grants and
information about how applications are being assessed.
4. RCOA recommends that the Australian Government apply regional targets only to the offshore
Refugee Program.
5. RCOA recommends that DIAC:
(b) Seek specialist advice on how heightened levels of vulnerability can best be assessed in the
SHP visa determination process; and
(b) Canvass community views on how the transparency of its SHP processes can be improved.
6. RCOA recommends that DIAC explore the possibility of a trial of alternative migration pathways
for small numbers of refugees and forcibly displaced people, canvassing views of UNHCR and
ethnic communities in Australia about options available, additional support required and pitfalls to
be avoided.
7. Noting Australia’s average annual allocation over the past six years of 11,910 offshore Refugee
and Humanitarian Program visas, RCOA recommends that, in 2010-11:
c) The core offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program consist of 12,000 places; and
d) 1000 additional places be allocated to a strategic resettlement strategy aimed at increasing
opportunities for effective protection for refugees and forcibly displaced people in the Asia
region, particularly in South East Asia and South Asia.
8. RCOA recommends that the Australian Government increase the offshore Refugee and
Humanitarian Program over five years from 13,000 places in 2010-11 to 20,000 in 2014-15.
9. RCOA recommends that the Australian Government explore multi-year planning options for the
Refugee Program including:
c) Setting minimum annual regional targets of 25% for each of the following three regions Africa, Asia and the Middle East (including South West Asia) – over the next four years, with
the remaining 25% of each year’s Refugee Program to be set prior to the commencement of
the program year after consultations with UNHCR and other resettlement states; and
d) Allocating up to 3000 places per year up to four years in advance, to enable Australia to
make long-term commitments to resettling refugees from seriously protracted situations.
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4. VISA PROCESSING AND ONSHORE PROTECTION ISSUES
4.2 Offshore Refugee and Humanitarian visas
10. RCOA recommends that DIAC improve its feedback to people whose SHP proposals are
unsuccessful, in line with recommendations of the Commonwealth Ombudsman’s Report 15/2007.

4.3 Processing of claims and conditions on Christmas Island
11. RCOA reiterates its long-standing recommendation that the Australian Government repeal the
provisions of the Migration Act relating to excised offshore places and cease all non-statutory
processing of asylum claims. Should the above not be pursued, RCOA recommends that, at a
minimum, the most vulnerable categories of asylum seekers (including survivors of torture and
trauma, unaccompanied minors and those requiring medical care) be brought to the mainland as
standard procedure for the processing of their claims, so as to ease pressures on the island and
ensure their access to appropriate services.
12. RCOA endorses the recommendations made in the Australian Human Rights Commission’s
2009 report on Christmas Island and recommends that those outstanding be adopted in full.

4.4 Processing of Onshore Protection claims
13. RCOA recommends that DIAC continue working with the Onshore Protection Consultative
Group and others as appropriate to refine the refugee status determination and Ministerial
intervention processes, explore avenues for responding to statelessness, and ensure that relevant
training is made available to IAAAS practitioners in addition to DIAC decision makers in advance of
the commencement of Complementary Protection.

4.5 Onshore reception and status resolution
14. RCOA recommends that DIAC establish transparent timeframes for the processing of ASAS
applications and, in conjunction with the Australian Red Cross, consider ways in which the scheme
could be further refined, including to align more clearly with the conceptual underpinnings of the
Community Status Resolution Service.
15. RCOA recommends that DIAC establish transparent processes for the referral and needsbased assessment of onshore Protection Visa and other humanitarian visa holders for IHSS
services and consider what training or briefing may be required to facilitate IHSS providers’ optimal
engagement with onshore clients.

5. SETTLEMENT PLANNING AND SUPPORT
5.3 Settlement planning and service system
16. RCOA recommends that there be uniform eligibility criteria, settlement service standards and
measures of successful outcomes applied across the full network of services within the new
framework, for all refugee and humanitarian entrants, irrespective of whether their visa was
granted onshore or offshore or under a fully-funded or sponsored component of the Refugee and
Humanitarian Program.
17. RCOA recommends that the new strategic settlement framework incorporate mechanisms to
compel and regulate collaboration among providers, including professional standards of
communication, and streamlined, appropriately-timed client referrals.
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18. RCOA recommends that consideration be given to the establishment of a national accreditation
process for volunteers and that mechanisms be introduced to ensure the appropriate management
and recognition of volunteers within the new framework.
19. RCOA recommends that the need for a whole-of-government approach to settlement be
recognised, and that DIAC exercise leadership in developing the infrastructure to facilitate its
implementation, including the establishment of relevant agreements and key relationships across
state/territory and local tiers of government, as the foundation for further engagement by
contracted service providers.
20. RCOA recommends that DIAC develop a strategy to enhance the supported engagement of
ethnic community organisations in the provision of settlement services.

5.4 Settlement education
21. RCOA recommends that DIAC conduct or commission a review of current post-arrival
orientation processes for refugee and humanitarian entrants to develop models of best practice.
Particular attention should be given to models which meet the needs of those more likely to miss
out on comprehensive settlement education, including women, young people, Protection Visa
holders and SHP entrants.
22. RCOA recommends that DIAC work towards developing an overarching settlement education
strategy to be delivered progressively to refugee and humanitarian entrants through the AUSCO
program, IHSS, AMEP and SGP.

5.5 Employment and income support
23. RCOA recommends that DEEWR implement a monitoring and evaluation initiative at the end of
the first year of the roll-out of the new Job Services Australia model to review its effectiveness in
meeting the needs of refugee entrants, including how JSA providers are working with local training
and work experience initiatives targeting refugee entrants.
24. RCOA recommends that DIAC and DEEWR develop a national refugee employment strategy
to map out settlement pathways and supports that will lead to more sustainable and meaningful
employment outcomes for refugee and humanitarian entrants.
25. RCOA recommends that DIAC and DEEWR establish a fund to provide subsidies to assist
refugee entrants undertaking bridging courses to have overseas qualifications recognised.
26. RCOA recommends that DIAC coordinate the development of a national strategy on driver
training for refugee entrants, based on research on effective local approaches.
27. RCOA recommends that DEEWR undertake a review of NEIS and its accessibility to people
with lower literacy levels and develop targeted programs to assist refugee entrants in setting up
small businesses.
28. RCOA recommends that Centrelink embed and resource the Place Based Service Initiatives
for Young Refugees model as part of its ongoing work in areas of concentrated refugee settlement.

5.6 Housing
29. RCOA recommends that DIAC, in consultation with FaHCSIA and State agencies, coordinate a
comprehensive housing strategy to address the specific needs of refugee entrants.
30. RCOA recommends that DIAC explore options for developing a partnership with FaHCSIA to
ensure that some of the new social housing funding announced in 2009 benefits refugee entrants,
particularly those with large families.
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31. RCOA recommends that greater resources be allocated to IHSS and SGP providers for
housing support services to reflect current challenges in accessing affordable housing, and that
these services be extended to all clients on a needs basis.
32. RCOA recommends that DIAC fund and encourage SGP providers nationwide to include
housing advocacy and support in funding proposals, including training on tenancy rights and
responsibilities.
33. RCOA welcomes the DIAC initiative to extend access to the Translating and Interpreting
Service (TIS) to real estate agents and recommends this be reviewed at the end of the pilot phase
with a view to expansion.
34. RCOA recommends DIAC work with the Real Estate Institute of Australia on improving housing
solutions for refugee entrants through awareness-raising and incentives such as national or
state/territory awards recognising good practice.
35. RCOA recommends that attention be given to developing suitable accommodation options for
groups who are particularly vulnerable to housing stress, including Unaccompanied Humanitarian
Minors, young people from refugee backgrounds and Women at Risk.

5.7 Health
36. RCOA recommends that a National Refugee Health Database be established and the National
Refugee Health Network be resourced by the Federal Government to share research data,
information and models of best practice between States and Territories.
37. RCOA recommends that the Australian Government work with states and healthcare providers,
drawing on existing best practice, to develop specialist refugee health services in all states and
territories able to deliver consistent and culturally appropriate health assessments soon after
arrival, as well as systems to better coordinate ongoing care. Such strategies could include the
establishment of more Refugee Health Clinics with interpreters on site in order to address the
specific needs of refugee entrants.
38. RCOA recommends that national benchmarks be established for health service provision for
newly arrived refugee entrants, including the development of a standardised health screening tool
and full immunisation services.
39. RCOA recommends that DIAC work collaboratively with all IHSS service providers to ensure a
minimum level of health support for all refugee entrants, including a comprehensive health
assessment on arrival and appropriate recording of existing health conditions identified during predeparture health checks.
40. RCOA recommends that urgent steps be taken to facilitate the greater use of Translating and
Interpreting Services (TIS) by General Practitioners, specialists and other health professionals
through training and awareness-raising, as well as the introduction of financial incentives and
appropriate sanctions.

5.8 Education and English language training
41. RCOA recommends that the provision of childcare be incorporated into the new AMEP
contracts to enable successful tenderers to provide accessible childcare facilities.
42. RCOA recommends that the delivery of English language training be more flexible to meet the
particular needs of refugee entrants, including ensuring that:
(a) Youth-specific AMEP courses are available in each state and territory; and
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(c) Alternatives are available for new arrivals with higher English fluency wishing to improve
their English in preparation for tertiary level study and employment.
43. RCOA recommends that AMEP contractors in regional areas where there are no Intensive
English Centres be funded to introduce flexible models of English language provision in schoolbased settings for young people.
44. RCOA recommends that Federal and State education departments work in partnership to
investigate education provision for refugee entrants by state, including monitoring and evaluating
the impact of the National Education Agreement on refugee and humanitarian students, and
develop a National Refugee Education Policy to ensure a consistent level of education provision
across all states and territories, including the coordination and resourcing of Homework Support for
refugee and migrant students.
45. RCOA recommends that state and territory education departments increase funding and
support for Out of School Hours Learning Support Programs targeting students from refugee
backgrounds.
46. RCOA recommends that state and territory education departments fund appropriate models
based on the River Nile Learning Centre for young mothers from refugee backgrounds to remain
engaged in education.
47. RCOA recommends that DEEWR fund research into the accessibility of apprenticeships to
young people from refugee backgrounds with the view to developing targeted apprenticeship
initiatives.

5.9 Family and youth issues
48. RCOA recommends that DIAC and FaHCSIA increase funding for projects which address the
support needs of recently arrived refugee entrant families, including community education
programs for parents and young people and culturally-appropriate family mediation initiatives.
49. RCOA recommends that guidance on where to get help with family problems as well as greater
information about the Australian legal system, including the role of police and government
authorities, be included in post-arrival orientation for refugee entrants.
50. RCOA recommends that FaHCSIA increase funding for sexual and reproductive health
education programs targeting young refugee entrants.
51. RCOA recommends that the Federal Office for Youth develop a National Multicultural Youth
Agenda to sit within the broader National Youth Agenda and in recognition of the particular needs
of young people from refugee backgrounds.

5.10 Legal and financial issues
52. RCOA recommends that the Australian Government implement strategies to increase the
accessibility of professional migration advice to refugee entrants.
53. RCOA recommends that DIAC require IHSS providers to check accuracy of proof of identity
documentation with all new entrants within six months and ensure inaccuracies are amended with
appropriate authorities prior to exiting clients.
54. RCOA recommends that further research be conducted into strategies for improving relations
between refugee entrants and care and protection workers, including police.
55. RCOA recommends that legal and financial education for newly-arrived refugee entrants be
enhanced.
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5.11 Community relations
56. RCOA recommends that the Australian Human Rights Commission, state and territory antidiscrimination bodies and Ombudsman services participate in post-arrival settlement education
processes, including in regional and rural areas where access to advice on discrimination matters
may be limited.
57. RCOA advocates for the development of local initiatives and programs to increase the
opportunities for former refugees and the wider community to have meaningful and regular
interaction.

6. PROMOTING THE REFUGEE AND HUMANITARIAN PROGRAM TO THE
AUSTRALIAN COMMUNITY
58. That the Department of Immigration and Citizenship and RCOA develop a strategy to support
and promote the Refugee and Humanitarian Program, considering options for improving public
information, developing specific campaigns and equipping organisations and individuals to
enhance their work in community education.
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8. ORGANISATIONS CONSULTED
ORGANISATIONS CONSULTED
In the preparation of this submission, RCOA conducted 25 face-to-face consultations in 14
locations in Brisbane, Logan, Sydney, Melbourne, Geelong, Launceston, Hobart, Adelaide and
Perth and four teleconferences involving people in the ACT, Northern Territory and 24 regional
cities in the mainland states. For the first time, RCOA also conducted specific youth consultations,
hosted by the Migrant Resource Centres in Mirrabooka (WA) and Hobart (Tasmania). Group
consultation processes were supplemented by interviews with individual service providers,
community leaders and youth leaders. Written submissions were also been invited and received. In
total, over 430 people (including representatives from more than 180 organisations) from every
state and territory in Australia took part in the consultation process.
The following is a list of the organisations and community groups that participated in RCOA’s
national consultations or contributed ideas directly. The 38 organisations which hosted consultation
gatherings or teleconference hubs are italicised.
ACCES Services Inc (Queensland)
ACL (NSW)
Adelaide Chinese News (SA)
Adult Migrant Education Services (NSW)
African Communities Council of SA
African Council of Tasmania
African Women’s Advocacy Unit (NSW)
African Women’s Federation (SA)
Albany Migrant Resource Centre (WA)
Albury Wodonga Volunteer Resource Bureau
(NSW)
AMES (Victoria)
Amnesty International Australia
AMPARO Advocacy (Queensland)
Anglicare Sydney (NSW)
Anglicare Victoria
Armidale Sanctuary (NSW)
Association of Bhutanese in Australia (NSW)
Association for Services to Torture and
Trauma Survivors (WA)
Auburn Diversity Services (NSW)
Auburn Tamil Association (NSW)
Auburn Youth Centre (NSW)
Australian Lebanese Consulting Services
(NSW)
Australian Red Cross, Sydney (NSW)
Australian Red Cross, SA
Australian Refugee Association (SA)
Australian Tamil Congress (NSW)
Ballarat Circle of Friends (Victoria)
Ballarat Regional Multicultural Council
(Victoria)
Barnardos Auburn (NSW)
Barwon Health (Victoria)
Bathurst Information and Neighbourhood
Centre (NSW)
Brotherhood of St Laurence (Victoria)

Centre for Advocacy, Support and Education
(CASE) for Refugees (WA)
Catholic Archdiocese of Sydney Immigration
Office (NSW)
Cardinia Casey Community Health (Victoria)
Centacare Cairns (Queensland)
Centacare Victoria
Ballarat Central Church of Christ (Victoria)
Centre for Multicultural Youth (Victoria)
Centrecare (WA)
Centrelink SA
Centrelink Melbourne (Victoria)
Centrelink Sunshine (Victoria)
Centrelink WA
Christian Community Aid (NSW)
City of Casey (Victoria)
Colony 47 (Tasmania)
Companion House (ACT)
Congolese Community of Australia (NSW)
Department of Education and Early
Childhood Development (Victoria)
Department of Education (Tasmania)
Department of Education and Training,
Orange (NSW)
Diversitat (Victoria)
Edmund Rice Centre (NSW)
Edmund Rice Centre Mirrabooka (WA)
Ethiopian-Australian Advocacy Committee
(SA)
Ethnic Communities Council of Queensland
Ethnic Communities Council of WA
Ethnic Disability Advocacy Centre (WA)
Fairfield Migrant Resource Centre (NSW)
Families SA
Footscray Community Legal Centre (Victoria)
Footscray Police (Victoria)
Foundation House (Victoria)
Fremantle Multicultural Centre (WA)
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Gippsland Multicultural Services (Victoria)
Good Shepherd Youth and Family Service
(Victoria)
Granville Multicultural Community Centre
(NSW)
Greater Dandenong Community Health
Service (Victoria)
Harmony Place (Queensland)
Hills Holroyd Parramatta Migrant Resource
Centre (NSW)
Hobart City Council (Tasmania)
Holroyd City Council (NSW)
Horn of Africa Relief and Development
Association (NSW)
Hotham Mission Asylum Seeker Project
(Victoria)
Hunter African Communities Council (NSW)
Hunter New England Health (NSW)
Illawarra Multicultural Services (NSW)
Immigration Advice and Rights Centre (NSW)
Inala Community House (Queensland)
Ishar Multicultural Women’s Health Centre
(WA)
ISIS Primary Care (Victoria)
Islamic Women’s Welfare Council of Victoria
Jesuit Refugee Service (NSW)
Karen Baptist Emmanuel Church (WA)
Karen Democratic Development Organisation
of Bendigo (Victoria)
Karen Welfare Association (WA)
Koondoola ISC (WA)
Latrobe City Council (Victoria)
Launceston General Hospital (Tasmania)
Law Access NSW
Limestone Coast Migrant Resource Centre
(SA)
Liverpool Migrant Resource Centre (NSW)
LM Training Specialists (SA)
Loddon Campaspe Multicultural Services
(Victoria)
Lutheran City Mission (Tasmania)
Lutheran Community Care (SA)
Madi Women’s Group (Queensland)
Mater Health Services (Queensland)
Melaleuca Refugee Centre (NT)
Melville Volunteer Resource Centre (WA)
Mercy Community Services (WA)
Merri Community Health Services (Victoria)
Metro Migrant Resource Centre (NSW)
Metropolitan Migrant Resource Centre (WA)
Middle Eastern Communities Council of SA
Migrant and Refugee Settlement Services of
ACT
Migrant Health Service, Health SA
Migrant Resource Centre North West Region
(Victoria)

Migrant Resource Centre of Northern
Tasmania
Migrant Resource Centre of South Australia
Migrant Resource Centre of Southern
Tasmania
Mission Australia (NSW)
Mount Alexander Shire Council (Victoria)
Multicultural Affairs Queensland
Multicultural Community Services of Central
Australia (NT)
Multicultural Council of Wagga Wagga (NSW)
Multicultural
Development
Association
(Queensland)
Multicultural Disability Advocacy Association
(NSW)
Multicultural Information Network Service
(Queensland)
Multicultural Services Centre of WA
MultiLink Community Services (Queensland)
Muslim Women’s Association SA
Neami Ltd (NSW)
North Yarra Community Health (Victoria)
Northern Beaches Refugee Sanctuary (NSW)
Northern Settlement Services (NSW)
Northern Suburbs Community Legal Centre
(WA)
NSW Police
NSW Refugee Heath Service
Orange City Council (NSW)
Orange Refugee Support Group (NSW)
Oromia Support Group in Australia (Victoria)
Oromo Relief Association Australia (Victoria)
Otway Community College (Victoria)
Polytechnic West (WA)
Port Adelaide Enfield Council (SA)
Queensland Health
Queensland Program of Assistance to
Survivors of Torture and Trauma
Refugee and Immigration Legal Service
(Queensland)
Refugee Health Newcastle (NSW)
Refugee Health Queensland
Relationships Australia, Tasmania
Relationships Australia (WA)
Romero Centre (Queensland)
Royal Hobart Hospital (Tasmania)
Rumbek Youth Association (WA)
Rural Australians for Refugees (Victoria)
SA Department of Education and Children’s
Services
Salvation Army (NSW)
Sanctuary Refugee Foundation (NSW)
Save the Children (WA)
Settlement Council of Australia
South Eastern Region Migrant Resource
Centre (Victoria)
Spectrum Migrant Resource Centre (Victoria)
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Springvale Monash Legal Service (Victoria)
Spiritus
Social
Services
Toowoomba
(Queensland)
St John’s Anglican Cathedral, Parramatta
(NSW)
St Vincent de Paul Society, Lismore (NSW)
St Vincent de Paul Society, Queensland
St Vincent de Paul Society, Sydney (NSW)
St Vincent de Paul Society, Wagga Wagga
(NSW)
Sudanese-Australian Youth Association in
WA
Survivors of Torture and Trauma Assistance
and Rehabilitation Service (STTARS, SA)
Swan Hill Rural City Council (Victoria)
Sydney Anglican Diverse Refugee Ministry
(NSW)
Sydney Multicultural Community Services
(NSW)
Sydney West Area Health Service (NSW)
SydWest Multicultural Services Inc (NSW)

Tasmanian Police
TAFE ACCESS (NSW)
TAFE English Language and Literacy
Services (Queensland)
TAFE Goulburn (NSW)
TAFE Granville (NSW)
Townsville Multicultural Support Group
(Queensland)
Uniting Care Cutting Edge, Shepparton
(Victoria)
University of NSW Centre for Refugee
Research
University of Tasmania
Wellspring for Women (Victoria)
Westcourt
Community
Health
Cairns
(Queensland)
Western Australian Department of Health
Western Australian Police
Whittlesea Community Connection (Victoria)
Young Christian Workers (NSW)

In addition, refugee and humanitarian entrants from many countries of origin participated in the
consultations. The countries of origin included Afghanistan, Bhutan, Burma, Burundi, Democratic
Republic of the Congo, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Iraq, Kosovo, Liberia, Nigeria, Peru, Rwanda, Sierra
Leone, Sri Lanka, Sudan and Tibet.
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9. ACRONYMS USED IN THIS REPORT
AMEP
AMES
APRRN
ASAS
ASEAN
ATCR
AUSCO
CG
CIC
CISSR
COAG
DEEWR
DIAC
ESL
FaHCSIA
IEC
IHSS
ITA
JSA
LEAD
MRC
NAATI
NEIS
NGO
OSHLSP
PSR
RCOA
SAH
SGP
SHP
SIEV
SPP
TIS
VET
UHM
UN
UNHCR
UTAS

Adult Migrant English Program
Adult Multicultural Education Services
Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Network
Asylum Seeker Assistance Scheme
Association of South East Asian Nations
Annual Tripartite Consultations on Resettlement
Australian Cultural Orientation [Program]
Constituent Groups
Citizenship and Immigration Canada
Council for Immigration Services and Status Resolution
Council of Australian Governments
Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations
Department of Immigration and Citizenship
English as a Second Language
[Department of] Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs
Intensive English Centre
Integrated Humanitarian Settlement Strategy
Immigration Transit Accommodation
Job Services Australia
Localities Embracing and Accepting Diversity
Migrant Resource Centre
National Accreditation Authority for Translators and Interpreters
New Enterprise Incentive Scheme
Non-Government Organisation
Out of School Hours Learning Support Program
Private Sponsorship of Refugees
Refugee Council of Australia
Sponsorship Agreement Holders
Settlement Grants Program
Special Humanitarian Program
Suspected Illegal Entry Vessel
Specific Purpose Payment
Translating and Interpreting Service
Vocational Education and Training
Unaccompanied Humanitarian Minor
United Nations
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
University of Tasmania
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11. APPENDICES
APPENDIX 1: OFFSHORE HUMANITARIAN PROGRAM ENTRANTS BY
STATE OF RESIDENCE, 2004-2009135
Offshore
stream
VICTORIA

NEW SOUTH WALES

WESTERN
AUSTRALIA

QUEENSLAND

SOUTH AUSTRALIA

TASMANIA

NORTHERN
TERRITORY
AUSTRALIAN
CAPITAL
TERRITORY
NOT STATED
(invalid value)

TOTAL

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

TOTAL

Refugee

879

1210

1436

1552

1885

1562

8,524

SHP
Sub-total

2696
3575

2399
3609

2244
3680

1716
3268

1200
3085

1462
3024

11,717

Refugee
SHP
Sub-total

702
2763
3465

1586
2388
3974

1144
2229
3373

1132
1396
2528

1322
1841
3163

1677
1754
3431

Refugee

718

852

979

1005

745

916

SHP
Sub-total

735
1453

805
1657

611
1590

470
1475

377
1122

383
1299

Refugee
SHP
Sub-total

456
703
1159

936
691
1627

901
558
1459

1055
371
1426

794
254
1048

1139
237
1376

Refugee

631

718

777

921

786

788

SHP
Sub-total

588
1219

617
1335

853
1630

474
1395

261
1047

328
1116

Refugee
SHP
Sub-total

216
85
301

151
64
215

182
64
246

243
27
270

280
31
311

259
58
317

20,241
7,563
12,371
19,934
5,215
3,381
8,596
5,281
2,814
8,095
4,621
3,121
7,742
1,331
329
1,660
611

Refugee

60

72

113

112

97

157

SHP
Sub-total

62
122

67
139

41
154

5
117

26
123

17
174

Refugee
SHP
Sub-total

18
106
124

30
68
98

30
66
96

55
71
126

40
70
110

55
66
121

Refugee

2

19

5

21

27

122

SHP
Sub-total
Refugee
SHP

0
2
3,682
7,738

0
19
5,574
7,099

0
5
5,567
6,666

4
25
6,096
4,534

18
45
5,976
4,078

14
136
6,675
4,319

232
33,570
34,434

11,420

12,673

12,233

10,630

10,054

10,994

68,004

Total Offshore

135

2004

218
829
228
447
675
196
36

DIAC Settlement Database, op. cit.
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APPENDIX 2: REGIONAL OVERVIEW OF REFUGEE POPULATIONS
Table 1: Populations of concern by country of origin (DIAC regional definitions)
Country

Refugees

People in refugee
refugeelike situations

Asylum
seekers

Stateless and
others in need of
protection

Total population
of concern

Africa
Angola
Benin
Botswana
Burkina Faso
Burundi
Cameroon
Central African Republic
Chad
Cote d'Ivoire
Dem. Republic of Congo
Djibouti
Egypt
Eritrea
Ethiopia
Ghana
Guinea
Guinea-Bissau
Lesotho
Liberia
Libya
Madagascar
Malawi
Mauritania
Mauritius
Mozambique
Namibia
Niger
Nigeria
Republic of Congo
Rwanda
Sierra Leone
Somalia
South Africa
Sudan
Swaziland
Tanzania
Togo
Uganda
Western Sahara
Zambia
Zimbabwe
Stateless
Total

171,393
318
26
721
281,592
13,870
120,106
55,105
22,227
367,995
650
6,777
181,971
63,862
13,239
9,495
1,065
8
75,213
2,084
277
106
45,601
24
208
985
796
14,168
19,925
72,530
32,536
559,153
453
397,013
32
1,270
16,749
7,548
90,530
195
16,841

4

5,000

3
4,427
16
3

741
187
153
317
6,645
2,933
1,233
3,369
6,468
36,278
66
1,828
14,604
31,507
2,016
2,016
277
17
2,394
765
17
8,210
784
25
682
28
271

1

2,001
22,235

1
26,000

10,474
5,039
6,108
2,623
20,543
151
18,080
99
2,901
1,131
3,140
31
495
34,795

2,664,653

59,691

218,967

102,465
17,245
175,180
886
1,868
18,852
8,598
608
1,333
184,347
4,189
46

2,500
8

1,091
218
19,621
211
201
2,225
182
138
2,070
22,338
2,112
19

100,064
110,538

172,134
505
179
1,042
288,237
16,803
126,339
58,474
28,695
404,273
716
8,608
201,002
95,385
15,258
11,511
1,342
25
77,607
2,849
294
8,316
46,385
49
890
1,013
1,067
24,643
24,964
78,638
35,159
581,697
604
437,328
131
4,171
17,881
10,688
116,561
690
51,636
100,064
3,053,849

Asia & Pacific
Bhutan
Cambodia
China
DPR Korea
Fiji
Indonesia
Lao PDR
Malaysia
Mongolia
Myanmar
Nepal
Papua New Guinea
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61,317

59

106,056
17,471
194,805
1,097
2,069
21,570
8,780
62,063
3,403
206,685
6,360
65
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Philippines
Republic of Korea
Solomon Islands
Sri Lanka
Thailand
Tibet
Timor-Leste
Tuvalu
Vietnam
Stateless
Total

1,346
1,104
52
137,745
1,801
20,079
7
2
328,183
1,005,936

8

910
511

7
14

7,057
414
2
2

87

1,712
5,072,939
5,134,406

2,351
1,615
52
144,809
2,229
20,081
9
2
329,895
5,072,939
6,204,406

3,030

61,034

1,817,913
69,061
1,873,519
1,494
1,889
854
12,966
1,758
32,403
333,990
71
712
15,186
256
1,776

1,015,215

1

23,179
11,160
25,675
1,037
759
68
2,291
750
6,254
2,661
3
39
5,989
11
473

4,163,849

1,051,269

80,349

693,200
694,302

2,856,307
80,221
1,929,194
3,633
2,649
922
15,258
2,508
38,657
342,677
74
751
21,200
267
2,250
693,200
5,989,769

74,131

235

1,159

50,496

126,021

306
705,952
756,754

8,605
5,148
16,311
463
64
223,222
705,952
1,085,785

12
12

16,311
16,187
2,059
1,230
2,005
147
9,842
7,333
12
55,13

6,696,012

16,406,043

Middle East & South West Asia
Afghanistan
Iran
Iraq
Israel
Jordan
Kuwait
Lebanon
Mali
Pakistan
Palestine
Qatar
Saudi Arabia
Syria
United Arab Emirates
Yemen
Stateless
Total

30,000
1
1

6,026

25

1,102

Europe
Bosnia and Herzegovina
Former Yugoslav Republic
of Macedonia
Romania
Serbia and Montenegro
Slovakia
Slovenia
Turkey
Stateless
Total

7,521
4,755
186,715
331
52
214,376
487,881

2

1,084
392
14,864
132
12
8,538

741

26,181

1
503

Americas
El Salvador
Guatemala
Honduras
Jamaica
Nicaragua
Panama
Peru
Venezuela
Stateless
Total

5,151
5,934
1,116
826
1,537
111
7,339
5,807

27,820
Stateless persons (not included elsewhere)
N/A
14,171

GRAND TOTAL

8,364,309

11,160
10,253
943
404
468
36
2,503
1,526
27,293
2

2,937

1,114,733

416,761

Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program 2010-11: RCOA submission

17,110

page 124

APPENDIX 3: PRIVATE
PROGRAM, CANADA

SPONSORSHIP

OF

REFUGEES

(PSR)

Canada has had an active program of private sponsorship for resettling refugees for the past 30
years, settling 2,500 to 4,000 refugees each year through its Private Sponsorship of Refugees
(PSR) Program. Under this program, sponsoring groups – including community humanitarian
groups, large businesses and groups of private citizens – agree to provide the refugees that they
sponsor with care, lodging, settlement assistance and support for the duration of the sponsorship
period. Normally, this is 12 months starting from the person’s arrival in Canada or until the person
becomes self-sufficient, whichever comes first. Canada also has models of blended sponsorship,
whereby responsibility for supporting refugees is shared between private sponsors and the
Canadian Government.
Over the past three decades, the Canadian PSR Program has evolved into a detailed, well-tested
collaboration between government, communities and business, with a number of associated
opportunities and challenges. Private sponsorship does not rely on public resources in full, but
rather taps into the energy and funds of faith and ethnic groups, families and other community
associations.
The support offered through the PSR Program is estimated at equivalent to approximately C$79
million per annum, as well as an estimated volunteer contribution of over 1,600 hours per refugee
family.136
The primary objective of the Canadian model is to enhance Canada’s capacity to protect refugees
in need, with a secondary objective to facilitate the capability of Canada’s voluntary sector in
assisting those in need of protection through resettlement.
THE MODEL
Eligibility
There are three classes of persons who may be eligible under the PSR Program:
• Convention Refugee class;
• Country of Asylum class; and
• Source Country class (same eligibility criteria for protection as Australia’s Special Humanitarian
Program).
The eligibility decision is based on an interview by Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC) with
the applicant, supporting documentation submitted by the applicant and sponsoring group and
additional information available to the CIC officer (such as country condition updates). To be
accepted for resettlement in Canada, the applicant must also pass medical and security checks,
which are normally conducted overseas. In addition, applicants will be assessed on their ability to
establish successfully in Canada, although applicants deemed by the visa officer to be in urgent
need of protection or in vulnerable circumstances are not assessed on their ability to establish in
Canada.
Who are the sponsors?
Under the PSR Program, refugees are identified either by visa offices or by sponsoring groups.
The group may have obtained the referral from an overseas contact, a friend, a relative of a
member of the organisation, or elsewhere. Sponsoring groups in Canada also have narrow criteria
for their eligibility.
Sponsorship Agreement Holders (SAHs) are incorporated organisations that have signed a formal
sponsorship agreement with CIC. Most current SAHs are religious organisations, ethno-cultural
136

Canadian Council for Refugees 2006, op. cit.
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groups or other humanitarian organisations. SAHs assume overall responsibility for the
management of sponsorships under their agreement. The latest data from 2008 lists over 90
Agreement Holders across Canada. Collectively, SAHs are responsible for over two-thirds of
privately sponsored refugees.137
SAHs can authorise Constituent Groups (CGs) to sponsor under its agreement. CGs are based in
the sponsored refugee’s expected community of settlement and must have their sponsorship
application and settlement plan approved by their SAH before it is submitted to a Citizenship and
Immigration Centre.
Groups of Five (G5) are five or more Canadian citizens or permanent residents who live in the
expected community of settlement and have collectively arranged for the sponsorship of a refugee
living abroad. They act as guarantors that the necessary support will be provided for the full
duration of the sponsorship. Citizenship and Immigration Centres assess members’ individual
contributions to the sponsorship, both financial and non-financial and collectively, before the
sponsorship is approved.
Community Sponsors can be any organisation (for-profit or not-for-profit, incorporated or nonincorporated) located in the community where the refugees are expected to settle and that can
make an organisational commitment to sponsor. Community Sponsors are limited to submitting two
sponsorship undertakings a year and must undergo financial and settlement plan assessments
each time they wish to sponsor.
Sponsor responsibilities and requirements
An SAH, a CG or a Community Sponsor has the option of formalising a partnership with an outside
party to divide the delivery of settlement assistance and support. Partnerships may be formed with
individuals (e.g. a family member of the sponsored refugee living in Canada) or other
organisations. Co-sponsors are expected to sign the sponsorship undertaking and assume all
responsibilities that were agreed in the settlement plan.138
Local CIC offices are the main points of contact for sponsoring groups with regard to processing
and settlement issues related to private sponsorship. Upon receipt of a sponsorship application,
the local office will review the sponsorship undertaking to ensure that it is complete and that the
sponsoring group meets the eligibility requirements. It also forms the point of contact between the
sponsoring group and the Canadian visa office overseas, providing the sponsoring group with
processing updates and information regarding any decisions or issues related to the application.
The requirements for sponsoring groups are explicitly dictated in the application process.
Organisational or private citizen groups must provide financial statements to ensure that they have
the capacity to fully support the refugee for 12 months or until the refugee becomes self-sufficient,
whichever comes first. Private sponsors agree to provide settlement assistance and support for the
duration of this sponsorship period.
Financial Guidelines for Private Sponsorship include:
• Sponsoring groups cannot accept funds from the refugees for sponsorship, but the refugee’s
relatives in Canada may contribute funds to the resettlement;
• Refugees have no legal obligation, and cannot be made to prepay or repay their sponsoring
groups for lodging, care, and settlement assistance and support;
• Should the refugee become financially self-sufficient during the 12-month sponsorship period,
the sponsoring group is not obligated to provide income support for the remainder of the
sponsorship period. However, the sponsoring group must maintain immediate access to

137

Ibid.
Citizenship and Immigration Canada (2003). Guide to the Private Sponsorship of Refugees Program: Private Sponsorship of Refugees Program,
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/publications/ref-sponsor/index.asp, Section 2.3.
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•

adequate funds for the remaining length of the sponsorship in the event that the refugee
ceases to be self-sufficient; and
Sponsored refugees who bring financial resources to Canada have the right to manage their
own finances but are also expected to contribute to their own settlement costs. A single
sponsored refugee may retain up to a maximum of $1000 for personal use and a couple may
retain up to $2000 plus $500 for each additional family member, with the balance of their funds
being allocated towards the cost of their settlement.

Private sponsorship puts the onus of orientation and financial and emotional support onto the
sponsoring group. The CIC outlines a number of sponsorship responsibilities, including:
• Meeting the refugees upon arrival in the community;
• Providing the cost of food, rent and household utilities and other day-to-day living expenses;
• Providing an orientation to life in Canada;
• Provide suitable accommodation and local transportation costs;
• Providing clothing, furniture and other household goods;
• Locating and engaging interpreters;
• Obtaining access to community groups and settlement services as required;
• Enrolling children in school and adults in language training;
• Assisting with language acquisition;
• Selecting a family doctor and dentist. Privately sponsored refugees are also eligible for Interim
Federal Health coverage until they become eligible for permanent health coverage which
normally takes 90 days after arrival;
• Assisting with applying for health-care coverage, social insurance and child-tax benefits;
• Registering children in school and guiding them in dealings with the school system;
• Providing orientation with regard to banking services, transportation etc; and
• Helping in the search for employment.139
Timeframe of support
While the sponsoring organisation or group is responsible for these settlement areas in the 12
months after arrival, refugees in Canada are not necessarily expected to become fully selfsupporting during that first year in Canada. CIC recognises that many resettled refugees will
require longer social support. It may take longer to learn English or upgrade their skills, and others
may simply require a longer period to adapt and adjust. Sponsors are expected to assist
newcomers with applying for provincial social assistance after the end of the private sponsorship
period.
Resources for sponsors
A key resource available to sponsoring groups is the Refugee Sponsorship Training Program. The
program is operated through the SAH community with funding from CIC, and provides training and
ongoing information about all aspects related to the sponsorship of refugees. Resource manuals
and handbooks, conflict resolution and mediation training, and fundraising and financial budgeting
plans all assist sponsoring organisations and groups to understand the significant sponsorship
commitment.
Challenges in the PSR model
Research into the Canadian Private Sponsorship of Refugees Program has referred to this
approach to refugee protection as one that makes the most complete use of the potential for civil
society to play a role in protection and assistance in the developed world.140 However the model is
not without controversy.
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Ibid, Section 2.7.
Van Selm 2003, op. cit.
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Challenges with the PSR model identified in government and external evaluations have included:
• Long delays in processing of sponsorship applications – The long delays in processing
applications (three to four years wait is routine) have ramifications for the sponsoring groups
and refugee individuals or families overseas. The long delays may hinder sponsors’ capacity to
support, as availability or willingness dwindles. Refugees waiting for private sponsorship may
be under threat of deportation back to a situation of persecution or face the long wait in an
insecure environment, vulnerable to violence and deprivation.
• High rejection rate for applications – Sponsors submit over 8,000 applications per year for
approval and, in recent years, the number of privately sponsored arrivals has ranged between
2,975 and 3,300.141 The low numbers of arrivals reflect low government targets which routinely
force refugees to wait unnecessarily for years in difficult circumstances. This low government
target (and the subsequent protracted waiting times) is one of the most highly criticised aspects
of the Canadian program.
• Disagreements in approaches to settlement and difficulty in communication between the CIC
and private or partner sponsorship groups – A key component of any private sponsorship or
partnership models is communication between the Immigration Department and the community
or private group. An evaluation of the Canadian PSR Program revealed that refugees and
sponsors both believed that the relationship between CIC and the SAHs is not strong.
Resources and more information
Citizenship and Immigration Canada (2007). Summative Evaluation of the Private Sponsorship of
Refugees Program, Final Report, April
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/evaluation/psrp/psrp-summary.asp.
Canadian Immigration and Citizenship (2005) Sponsoring refugees: Private Sponsorship of
Refugees Program.
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/refugees/sponsor/private.asp
Details eligibility criteria for sponsorship groups, provides toolkits and training opportunities for sponsors
(through the Refugee Sponsorship Training Program), and necessary forms.

Canadian Immigration and Citizenship (2003), Guide to the Private Sponsorship of Refugees
Program.
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/publications/ref-sponsor/index.asp.
Canadian Government’s guide to the PSR Program

Canadian Council for Refugees (2007). Comments on Private Sponsorship of Refugees
evaluation, September.
www.ccrweb.ca/documents/PSRevalcomments.pdf
Canada’s independent refugee body’s publication responding to the Canadian Government’s evaluation of
the PSR Program.

Canadian Council for Refugees (2006). The Private Sponsorship of Refugees Program: Current
Challenges and Opportunities, April.
http://www.ccrweb.ca/PSRPBriefing.pdf
Canada’s independent refugee body provides commentary on the PSR Program.

Janzen, William (2005). The 1979 MCC Canada Master Agreement for the Sponsorship of
Refugees in Historical Perspective. Ottawa: Journal of Mennonite Studies, presented at the
conference, "Mennonite Hosts and Refugee Newcomers: 1979-the Present", sponsored by the
Chair of Mennonite Studies, University of Winnipeg, Winnipeg, Manitoba, September 30.
Lanphier, Michael (2003). Sponsorship: Organizational, Sponsor, and Refugee Perspectives.
Centre for Refugee Studies, York University, JIMI Volume 4 Number 2 (Spring 2003): 237-256.
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APPENDIX 4: BRIEFING PAPER FOR CONSULTATIONS
This material was developed and distributed to people participating in the consultation process:

Discussion paper
for the Annual Submission on the
the 20102010-11 Humanitarian Program
November 2009
This discussion paper aims to provide an overview of some of the new and emerging settlement and
refugee policy issues on which the Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA) is seeking input from
individuals, communities and service providers. The six areas we are seeking input for our annual
submission on the Refugee and Humanitarian Program are:
1. The composition of the offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program;
2. Communicating with the wider Australian community about the Refugee and Humanitarian
Program;
3. Community, business and local government support of the Refugee and Humanitarian Program;
4. The new ‘Strategic Settlement Framework’ being proposed by the Australian Government.
5. Emerging settlement issues and key priorities; and
6. Strengthening post-arrival cultural orientation.
RCOA welcomes your input in response to the questions included in the six theme areas of this paper.
Responses can be sent to info@refugeecouncil.org.au or call (02) 9211 9333 by 10 December 2009.
2009
Feedback generated by this discussion paper will inform RCOA’s submission on Australia’s 2010-11
Refugee and Humanitarian Program (see www.refugeecouncil.org.au/resources/consultations.html for
more information).

1. COMPOSITION OF THE REFUGEE AND HUMANITARIAN PROGRAM
1.1 BACKGROUND
The Refugee and Humanitarian Program comprises two components: offshore resettlement for people
in humanitarian need overseas; and onshore protection for those people already in Australia who
arrived on temporary visas or in an unauthorised manner, and who claim Australia’s protection.
In 2010-11, Australia will dedicate 13,750 places under the Program, divided between the offshore and
onshore program. Figure 1 provides an overview of the composition of the program since 2002.
Figure 1. Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program visa grants by stream, 2002 - 2009
Year

Refugee

SHP

Total Offshore

Onshore

Grand Total

2002-03

4,376

7,280

11,656

869

12,525

2003-04

4,134

8,927

13,061

790

13,851

2004-05

5,511

6,755

12,266

912

13,178

2005-06

6,022

6,836

12,858

1,286

14,144

2006-07

6,003

5,275

11,278

1,739

13,017

2007-08

5,962

5,026

10,988

2,026

13,014

2008-09

6,499

4,511

11,010

2,497

13,507

The offshore component of the Humanitarian Program is made up of two main streams:
 The Refugee Program is for people subject to persecution in their home country and in need of
resettlement. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) refers most applicants
under this category for resettlement.
 The Special Humanitarian
Humanitarian Program (SHP) targets people who are outside their home country and
are subject to substantial persecution and/or discrimination in their home country amounting to a
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gross violation of their human rights. Applications for the SHP visa (subclass 202) must be
supported by a proposer who is an Australian citizen, permanent resident or a community
organisation based in Australia. SHP entrants must meet health and character tests. Proposers
assist with the provision of settlement support.
Australia is the only country in the world which has created a numerical link between the recognition of
asylum seekers within its border with its offshore resettlement of refugees and humanitarian entrants.
Each time an asylum seeker is recognised by Australia as a refugee through its onshore protection
process, one position is deducted from the Special Humanitarian Program. RCOA has opposed this
policy since its introduction in 1996, arguing that the onshore and offshore programs are designed to
meet quite different international responsibilities. The onshore protection aims to meet Australia’s
obligations as a signatory to the Refugee Convention, enabling people at risk of persecution to seek
refuge in Australia. The offshore resettlement program is a voluntary contribution to the sharing of
international responsibility for refugees for whom no other durable solution is available.
The Special Humanitarian Program was established in 1981. At times when UNHCR had limited
capacity to assess and refer refugees for resettlement, the SHP enabled Australia to maintain its
commitment to humanitarian resettlement without reliance on referrals from UNHCR. The SHP also
represented a cost-effective way of resettling larger numbers of refugees, as airfares and settlement
supports are effectively subsidised by proposers in Australia. However, UNHCR now refers many more
cases for resettlement than there are places offered by resettlement states such as Australia. UNHCR
estimates the number of refugees in need of resettlement in 2010 at about 747,000 people. The total
number of resettlement places offered annually around the world is only around 79,000.142
Australia has resettled refugees and humanitarian migrants from many countries. Figure 2 shows the
regional breakdown of the offshore Refugee and Humanitarian program over the past 10 years.
Figure 2.
2. Offshore Refugee and Humanitarian visas granted by region, 1998 - 2009
1998-99

Europe 49.72%

1999-00

Europe 45.64%

2000-01

Europe 43.32%

2001-02

Africa 33.12%

2002-03

Africa 48.32%

2003-04

Africa 70.78%

2004-05

Africa 70.16%

2005-06

Africa 55.65%

2006-07

Africa 50.91%

2007-08

Middle East & SW
Asia 35.25%

2008-09

Asia 33%

Middle East & SW
Asia 30.64%
Middle East & SW
Asia 29.83%
Middle East & SW
Asia 26.96%
Middle East & SW
Asia 32.43%
Middle East & SW
Asia 39.94%
Middle East & SW
Asia 24.29%
Middle East & SW
Asia 26.24%
Middle East & SW
Asia 33.98%
Middle East & SW
Asia 27.95%

Africa 16.29%

Asia 3.10%

Americas 0.25%

Africa 22.69%

Asia 1.56%

Americas 0.28%

Africa 25.43%

Asia 3.95%

Americas 0.34%

Europe 32.03%

Asia 2.23%

Americas 0.19%

Europe 9.93%

Asia 1.78%

Americas 0.03%

Europe 3.00%

Asia 1.87%

Americas 0.06%

Asia 3.43%

Europe 0.16%

Americas 0.01%

Asia 9.88%

Europe 0.43%

Americas 0.06%

Asia 20.70%

Europe 0.44%

Americas 0.00%

Asia 33.67%

Africa 30.48%

Europe 0.55%

Americas 0.05%

Middle East & SW
Asia 33%

Africa 33%

Others 1%

1.2 KEY ISSUES
Balancing priorities: Refugee resettlement and family reunion
Considering global resettlement needs and the current composition of Australia’s Refugee and
Humanitarian Program, it is clear that the two highest priorities for the program should be: (1) The
resettlement of refugees identified by UNHCR as being in need of priority resettlement; and (2) The
reunion of immediate families separated by refugee crises. The question is: How should these priorities
142
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be balanced in terms of the make-up of the offshore program? Should the current annual target of
6000 Refugee places be maintained or should refugees referred for resettlement through UNHCR make
up a higher proportion of the program?
SHP and family reunion: Demand vs. places
Currently, the SHP is one of the ways in which people who have come to Australia under the
Humanitarian Program are able to reunite with families without the prohibitive costs associated with
family stream visas and the two-year wait for accessing social security. Separation from family –
particularly where family members are living in precarious situations overseas – has been shown to
have significant negative impacts on the psychosocial wellbeing, economic participation and settlement
outcomes of those living in Australia. With a shrinking proportion of the offshore program dedicated to
the SHP, demand for family reunion visas already far exceeds places,143 and neither the Refugee
program nor the SHP is providing adequate responses to family separation.
Managing regional priorities and international obligations
Recent publicity about an increase in asylum seekers entering Australian territory by boat has
highlighted the pressing needs of asylum seekers and refugees in South East Asia, particularly in major
transit countries which have not signed the Refugee Convention and don’t adhere to international
norms for refugee protection. Even prior to the recent increase in boat arrivals, Australia has again
experienced steady growth in numbers of asylum seekers and, as a result, an increase in the number of
onshore protection visas granted (see Figure 1). This has raised questions about how Australia
balances its commitment to (offshore) resettlement of people most in need (for example, those in
protracted refugee situations), its regional engagement (for example, prioritising resettlement of
refugees from particular geographical regions) and our international obligations (to provide protection to
those seeking asylum).

1.3 FURTHER READING
Refugee Council of Australia (2009). Family reunion and the Special Humanitarian Program: A
discussion paper, RCOA, Sydney.
http://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/docs/resources/reports/family.pdf
Refugee Council of Australia (2008). Who bears the cost of Australia’s Special Humanitarian Program?
Research into the impact of travel costs on new Special Humanitarian entrants and their proposers,
RCOA, Sydney.
http://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/docs/resources/reports/Travel_Costs_report.pdf
Kent, L. & Abu Duhou, J (2009), The Search for Protection: Resettled refugees reflect on seeking
asylum in Asia and the Middle East, Refugee Council of Australia, Sydney
http://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/docs/releases/2009/090615_Search_for_Protection_report.pdf
UNHCR (2008). Frequently Asked Questions about Resettlement, UNHCR, Geneva.
http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/search?page=search&docid=4ac0873d6&query=resettlement

1.4 CONSULTATION QUESTIONS
1. What proportion of the offshore Humanitarian Program should be allocated to Refugee visas (i.e.
those referred by UNHCR) and what proportion should be Special Humanitarian Program (SHP)
visas (i.e. those referred by proposers in Australia)?
2. How can the tensions between family reunion and the SHP be resolved?
3. What role should Australia’s regional engagement and international obligations feature in
determining the composition of the offshore Program?
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Over the past six years, DIAC has processed around 362,000 SHP applications and granted 40,100 SHP visas. This means that 89% of
applications processed were rejected.
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4. What other comments, concerns or suggestions do you have with regards to the composition of
the offshore Humanitarian Program?

2. COMMUNICATING WITH THE WIDER AUSTRALIAN COMMUNITY
2.1 KEY ISSUES
Misinformation surrounding refugees and other humanitarian entrants (and in particular issues relating
to asylum seekers) feature prominently and periodically in both the media and public debate, and have
implications in terms of ongoing community and bipartisan political support for Australia’s Refugee and
Humanitarian Program.
Examples of misinformation circulating in the public domain include:
 Periodical dissemination of hoax emails about refugees and Centrelink benefits
(www.refugeecouncil.org.au/docs/current/071002_hoax_email.pdf); and
 Recent media coverage relating to asylum seekers, refugees and welfare ‘rip-offs’
(www.abc.net.au/mediawatch/transcripts/s2724620.htm).
Currently, the main channels of communication engaging the wider Australian community around issues
relating to the Humanitarian Program include:
 Department of Immigration and Citizenship – website (www.immi.gov.au/visas/humanitarian),
media engagement;
 Refugee Council of Australia – Refugee Week, media engagement, website;
 Media – in response to current events (e.g. arrival of boat people) and political debate;
 Local initiatives – various community organisations, schools, local government etc undertaking
local community education initiatives (e.g. events, forums); and
 UNHCR Speakers’ Bureau (www.unhcr.org.au/speakers.shtml).
Of particular concern is the lack of consistent and wide-spread channels conveying positive messages
regarding the contribution of refugees to Australia.

2.2 FURTHER READING
Department of Immigration and Citizenship (URL), Refugee and Humanitarian Program,
http://www.immi.gov.au/visas/humanitarian/
The Media Report, ABC Radio National (2 March 2000), The Media Report: Refugees and the Media,
http://www.abc.net.au/rn/talks/8.30/mediarpt/stories/s105397.htm
Media Watch, ABC Television (26 October 2009), Welfare and Refugees,
http://www.abc.net.au/mediawatch/transcripts/s2724620.htm
Refugee Council of Australia, (URL), Asking the Media to Correct Mistakes,
http://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/current/mediablunders.html
Refugee Council of Australia (URL), Refugee Week,
http://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/newsevents/rw_index.html
UNHCR Speakers’ Bureau, http://www.unhcr.org.au/speakers.shtml

2.3 CONSULTATION QUESTIONS
5. How should the Government (and RCOA) better communicate messages about the Humanitarian
Program to the wider Australian community to address concerns and misinformation?
6. What are the best channels to do this?
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3. COMMUNITY, BUSINESS AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT SUPPORT
3.1 BACKGROUND
Global refugee resettlement needs continue to far outweigh the available places offered by
resettlement countries. In 2008, a total of 88,800 refugees were admitted by 16 resettlement
countries. That is less than 1 per cent (only 0.8%) of the world’s refugees directly benefiting from
resettlement.144 In 2009-10, Australia will dedicate 13,750 places under the Program, divided between
the offshore and onshore program. All indications are, given the financial circumstances of the
Australian Government, that the funding available for the Program will not increase in coming years.
However, given the pressing need for an expansion of refugee resettlement, is there a case for seeking
increased community, business and local government support to seek an expansion of Australia’s
refugee resettlement? How could these options work? With a new refugee settlement framework under
consideration, it is timely to explore these questions.

3.2 MODELS OF SUPPORT
Local government involvement in Warrnambool
From 2003 to 2005, Warrnambool City Council conducted a pilot project to assist refugee families to
relocate from Melbourne to regional Victoria. The subsequent report on the outcomes of the project is a
useful resource for local councils to model strategies for refugee settlement in their areas. The
Warrnambool model was successful because its aims were both to provide a stable, safe and
welcoming community for refugees to rebuild their lives and to nurture and support the existing local
community in understanding and welcoming their new community members.
Private sponsorship in Canada
Canada has had an active program of private sponsorship for refugees for the past 30 years, settling
2,500 to 4,000 refugees each year. Under this program, sponsoring groups, including community
humanitarian groups, large businesses and groups of private citizens, agree to provide the refugees
that they sponsor with care, lodging, settlement assistance and support for the duration of the
sponsorship period. Normally, this is 12 months starting from the refugee’s arrival in Canada or until
the refugee becomes self-sufficient, whichever comes first. There also models of blended sponsorship,
where responsibility for supporting refugees is shared between private sponsors and the Canadian
Government.
Volunteer-based groups in regional and metropolitan Australia
While the role of volunteers in settlement support has diminished in Australia over the past 15 years,
one volunteer network which has continued to grow is the Sanctuary Refugee Foundation. From a small
group of volunteers in Coffs Harbour (NSW) in 1998, the Sanctuary network has grown to include
groups in 15 cities and towns in four states. The Sanctuary groups propose refugees under the Special
Humanitarian Program, raising funds for airfares and developing local networks of volunteer support to
assist the families after arrival. The groups have done much to build local support for their work and
have enabled refugee settlement to occur in regional towns where little or no direct refugee settlement
has occurred previously. The Sanctuary groups are among quite a number of volunteer groups involved
in similar work around Australia. A number of them, like the original Coffs Harbour Sanctuary group,
were established in the 1980s under the then Community Refugee Support Scheme. Most community
groups involved in volunteer-based settlement under the SHP are ethno-specific community
organisations, often formed by former refugees to resettle refugees from their country of origin.

3.3 FURTHER READING
Guide to the Private Sponsorship of Refugees (Canada):
www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/publications/ref-sponsor/index.asp
Warrnambool’s Guide for Local Government on Refugee Resettlement
http://www.warrnambool.vic.gov.au/Files/Warrnambool-welcome.pdf
Sanctuary Refugee Foundation - http://www.sanctuaryrefugeefoundation.org/
144

UNHCR 2009, 2008 Global Trends, op. cit.
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3.4 CONSULTATION QUESTIONS
7. What role can community, business and local governments have in resettling refugees under the
offshore Humanitarian Program?
8. What role might private sponsorship play? What would private sponsorship look like? What
would be the benefits? What would be the challenges?
9. What local initiatives or models of community, business or local government-based support
exist that could be adapted or applied in other areas in Australia?
10. How can volunteers and volunteer-based organisations play a greater role in the Refugee and
Humanitarian Program and resettlement? What are the implications of an increased role for
volunteer-based organisations?

4. A NEW ‘STRATEGIC SETTLEMENT FRAMEWORK’
4.1 KEY ISSUES
On 25 September 2009, Parliamentary Secretary for Multicultural Affairs and Settlement Services,
Laurie Ferguson, foreshadowed changes to on-arrival refugee settlement services following recent
national consultations about the future of the Integrated Humanitarian Settlement Strategy (IHSS). Mr
Ferguson said IHSS was good at meeting immediate needs but less successful at creating sustainable
settlement outcomes. He said the Government was considering a new settlement framework, “to
provide a continuum from offshore to onshore to deliver long-term sustainable settlement outcomes”.
Mr Ferguson’s speech also highlighted the gaps and issues that emerged out of the IHSS consultations,
including: isolation, lack of youth engagement, problems accessing housing, problems accessing
employment and training and some weaknesses in cultural orientation.
Changes foreshadowed in Mr Ferguson’s speech include the introduction of a new settlement
framework featuring greater cooperation between the various DIAC-funded services: the offshore
Australian Cultural Orientation Program (AUSCO), IHSS, the Settlement Grants Program, Adult Migrant
English Program, Complex Case Support and interpreting services
With IHSS tenders due to be released in early-2010, Mr Ferguson flagged the redevelopment of a new
model with key changes including:









strengthening the flexible client-centred approach to case management,
management tailoring case
management to individual needs and developing and cultivating a path to education and
employment;
exploring options for flexible, innovative housing solutions – including group housing and other
community housing models;
vulnerable clients to benefit from increased contact time, ongoing case management, intensive
cultural orientation; group-based learning and collective support structures;
the introduction of an onshore orientation program that reinforces and builds on the messages
delivered through AUSCO;
emphasis on skill development
development and competencycompetency-based learning rather than timetime-based service
delivery;
delivery
a stronger focus on youth;
youth;
more effective links to other settlement and community programs and stronger connections
with community supports such as ethnic organisations, and recreation and social groups; and
simplification of the cost structure of the new program and reduction of costs associated with
administering the contracts.

Mr Ferguson’s speech is at www.minister.immi.gov.au/parlsec/media/speeches/2009/lf090925.htm
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4.2 CONSULTATION QUESTIONS
11. What are your comments regarding the foreshadowed changes to the IHSS and the introduction
of a new Strategic Settlement Framework?
12. What do you think needs to happen to ensure that these changes are effectively implemented?

5. IDENTIFYING EMERGING SETTLEMENT ISSUES AND KEY PRIORITIES
5.1 KEY ISSUES
Each year, RCOA conducts national community consultations to garner views on current changes and
future directions in Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program. These consultations inform RCOA's
annual submission to the Minister for Immigration and Citizenship on issues the Australian Government
should consider in planning the coming year's refugee program. While many of the same issues and
concerns are raised each year by refugee communities and service providers, reflecting the enormous
challenges and complexities of settling in a new country, it is important to recognise that these issues
are not intractable and there are many positive changes that have been brought about by government
and community-driven initiatives.
The following table presents an overview of key settlement issues that have been raised in recent years
and some of the recommendations RCOA has made based on community feedback, as well as some of
the changes that have taken place or are currently taking place. While this table is not meant to
represent the full range of issues, recommendations and changes that have taken place over the past
few years, it is hoped that it will provide a useful jumping off point for considering new and emerging
issues and how to prioritise ongoing concerns.
Theme
Families

Employment

English
language
training

Some key
key recommendations made in recent years
 Increase funding for projects which address the support needs of
recently arrived humanitarian entrant families, with a particular
focus on addressing the disempowerment of refugee men.
 That guidance on where to get help with family problems as well as
greater information about the Australian legal system, including
the role of police and government authorities, be included in onarrival orientation for humanitarian entrants.
 That the Australian Government apply the UNHCR Resettlement
Handbook’s definition of family when determining refugee and
humanitarian visa applications.
 Ensuring employment services (new Job Services Australia) meet
needs of humanitarian entrants.
 Service providers assisting humanitarian entrants with
employment transitions should receive adequate resources to
meet identified needs.
 DIAC and DEEWR examine ways to encourage recognition by
employers of employment experience obtained overseas, including
through better accreditation processes as well as increased
support for awareness-raising and training initiatives.




Delivery of language training should be more flexible to meet the
particular needs of humanitarian entrants, that greater attention
be paid to avoiding impediments to education caused by Job
Network requirements, and that other necessary support for
language learning such as access to adequate levels of childcare
be ensured nationwide.
Greater deployment of bilingual aides and teaching assistants in
the AMEP to assist pre-literate humanitarian entrants with little or
no English.
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Changes to date
 Family Relationship
Services for
Humanitarian
Entrants (FRSHE)
funded by FaHCSIA








New Employment
Services (Job
Services Australia)
rolled out in July
2009 (including
Innovation Fund)
Introduction of
employment and
vocational training
pathways in AMEP
Review of AMEP in
2008-09
Introduction of
different streams
(social and
employment) within
AMEP
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Education,
training and
qualifications




Housing







Health











Funding and
delivery of
settlement
services





Post-arrival
cultural
orientation



The development of new education strategies for refugee children
and young people that better reflect their needs, including by
investigating how existing educational programs offered by schools
and TAFE colleges could be adapted to meet the learning needs of
teenagers with limited prior formal education.
DIAC and DEEWR establish a fund to provide subsidies to assist
humanitarian entrants undertaking bridging courses to have
overseas qualifications recognised in Australia.
That DIAC, in consultation with State agencies and other Federal
departments, coordinate a comprehensive housing strategy to
address the specific needs of refugee and humanitarian entrants.
That DIAC explore options for partnerships with the community
housing sector to provide on-arrival accommodation and work to
develop the provision of housing designed to accommodate
humanitarian entrants for up to three years following arrival.
That greater resources be allocated to IHSS and SGP providers for
housing support services to reflect current challenges in accessing
affordable housing and that consideration be given to extending
these services to SHP entrants.
That urgent attention be given to developing accommodation
suitable for very large households.
DIAC assess the situation of each family or individual whose
departure to Australia is delayed by a failed pre-departure medical
check, to determine whether special assistance is required while
their health status is resolved.
That the Australian Government work with states and healthcare
providers to develop specialist refugee health services able to
deliver consistent and culturally appropriate health assessments
soon after arrival, as well as systems to better coordinate ongoing
care.
That national benchmarks be established for health service
provision for newly arrived refugees and humanitarian entrants,
including the development of a standardised health screening tool
and full immunisation services.
Steps be taken to facilitate the greater use of Translating and
Interpreting Services (TIS) by General Practitioners, specialists and
other health professionals through training and awareness-raising,
as well as the introduction of financial incentives and appropriate
sanctions.
A National Refugee Health Database and National Refugee Health
Network be established and coordinated with Federal Government
funding in order to share research data, information and models of
best practice between States and Territories.
Need for evaluation of current arrangements under IHSS, including
the competitive tendering of on-arrival services.
SGP Funding to be for minimum durations of 2, 3 or 4 years and
that provision for an appropriate level of core funding is included
within contracts to ensure sustainability and staff retention.
Need for DIAC to review the current role of volunteers in the IHSS
and SHP, seeking good practice models to inform planning for both
programs.
A review of post-arrival cultural orientation to assess the
availability of appropriate and effective programs to all who may
require it.
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Some State-based
Refugee Education
Strategies
developed (e.g.
Victoria)



Foreshadowing of
community housing
options in new IHSS
contract
February 2009
announcement of
Social Housing
Initiative, with
19,200 social
housing dwellings
to be build as part
of the Economic
Stimulus Plan
Refugee Health
Network Australia
established
Improving on-arrival
health services key
consultation area in
2009 IHSS review
(tenders to be
announced in early
2010)











National
consultation on
IHSS in 2009
Announcement of
new Strategic
Settlement
Framework
Emphasis on postarrival orientation
foreshadowed in
new Strategic
Settlement
Framework.
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Special
Humanitarian
Program
(SHP)








Rural/
regional
settlement





Onshore
protection
and asylum




Transport



Community
education and
capacity
building









DIAC release quantitative and qualitative information about the
types of SHP applications being received, how applications are
being assessed and the criteria used in determining which
applications are successful.
That the Australian Government cover the cost of airfares for SHP
entrants and/or implement the other recommendations outlined in
the RCOA report, Who Bears the Cost of Australia’s Special
Humanitarian Program?
Funding be made available for non fee charging migration agents
to provide assistance to people lodging SHP applications
A specific Humanitarian Family Reunion visa category be
developed, linked numerically to the Special Humanitarian
Program and offering settlement support for new arrivals.
Special priority be given to processing applications from former
temporary protection and temporary humanitarian visa holders
seeking to reunite with their families.
Research needed on why refugees move into or away from
regional areas and what impact this has on their settlement in
Australia to better inform future planning of regional resettlement
initiatives.
A fund be established that can be used to enable IHSS or other
regional services to expand flexibly in a timely manner to meet the
needs of larger fluxes of secondary migration of humanitarian
entrants.
Minister for Immigration and Citizenship to establish a working
group to conduct a review of onshore protection policies, inviting
public submissions on policy priorities
DIAC improve the provision of settlement support services to
Protection Visa (PV) holders who are able to demonstrate a
particular need for support owing to their individual circumstances,
including needs arising from destitution or lack of necessary
support during the determination of their asylum claims.
As a first step towards a national strategy to reduce the additional
disadvantage faced by humanitarian entrants who do not have
drivers’ licences, research be commissioned on current community
responses to this issue.
DIAC extend access to the Translating and Interpreting Service
(TIS) to all real estate agents, and work with the Real Estate
Institute of Australia on improving housing solutions for refugees
through awareness-raising and incentives such as national or
state/territory awards recognising good practice.
That police and child protection authorities increase cultural
awareness training for frontline staff and engage community
leaders in dialogue about how to conduct interventions in a more
culturally sensitive manner.
That the Australian Government pay greater attention to
developing public education programs focused on promoting
positive images of refugees and on helping the Australian public
understand the role of the offshore humanitarian program and the
backgrounds of the refugees who have come to Australia.
DIAC prepare a plan which includes strategies to ensure that all
humanitarian entrants, including new and emerging communities,
have access to appropriate interpreter services following arrival in
Australia.











A number of
research projects
on regional
settlement
underway or
completed (e.g.
McDonald et al
2008)
Onshore Protection
Consultative Group
established in
2009.
Some capacity for
IHSS services to
assist PV holders,
decided case by
case.

Pilot announced to
expand access to
TIS for real estate
agents
Scholarships for
people to pursue
translating and
interpreting
accreditation in
new and emerging
languages.

5.2 FURTHER READING
Refugee Council of Australia’s Annual Submissions on Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program:
Community views on current challenges and future directions
www.refugeecouncil.org.au/resources/consultations.html
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Department of Immigration and Citizenship (2008), Empowering Refugees – A Good Practice Guide to
Humanitarian Settlement, DIAC, Canberra
www.immi.gov.au/media/publications/settle/empowering_refugees/
Ferguson, L (25 September 2009), Parliamentary Secretary announcement of the Strategic Settlement
Framework , Department of Immigration and Citizenship.
www.minister.immi.gov.au/parlsec/media/speeches/2009/lf090925.htm
McDonald, B, Gifford, S, Webster, K & Wiseman, J (2008). Refugee Resettlement in Regional and Rural
Victoria: Impacts and Policy Issues, VicHealth, Carlton
www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/~/media/ProgramsandProjects/MentalHealthandWellBeing/Publications/Atta
chments/RefugeeResettlement_Web2.ashx

5.3 CONSULTATION QUESTIONS
13. What do you see as the two most pressing issues for refugees settling in Australia?
14. What emerging issues concerning the settlement of refugee communities are you seeing or
experiencing?
15. Are there any recent or proposed changes to policy or services which are adversely affecting
refugee communities? If so, what do you think needs to be done?

6. STRENGTHENING POST-ARRIVAL CULTURAL ORIENTATION
6.1 KEY ISSUES
Newly arrived refugee and humanitarian entrants face a range of challenges when they settle in
Australia, including acquiring foundational English skills, understanding Australian bureaucratic,
educational and business structures and adjusting to a society and culture which differs significantly
from what they have previously experienced. Although elements of cultural orientation to assist with
navigating these challenges exist in the work of Integrated Humanitarian Settlement Strategy (IHSS),
Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP) and Settlement Grants Program (SGP) providers, an overall
strategy linking the AUSCO145, IHSS, AMEP and SGP cultural orientation practices is missing. This deficit
increases the likelihood of new arrivals missing out on fundamentally important information about life in
Australia.
PostPost-arrival cultural orientation
Among the post-arrival services, there are many examples of cultural orientation programs and a variety
of ways in which they are designed and delivered. For example:


The Cultural and Language Development (CALD) Hub program of ACCES Services Inc in
Queensland provides integration services and orientation to Australia, including literacy and life
skills (e.g., opening bank accounts and enrolling children in school).



The Community Guides program in AMES Victoria is another example of a program specifically
dedicated to orienting newly arrived entrants to Australia. Entrants are matched with guides
(who are often former refugees) who have bi-language skills in English and the language of the
new communities. The guides undertake practical tasks in initial settlement and link refugees to
their respective communities and to the broader Australian community.

145 The Australian Cultural Orientation (AUSCO) program is a five-day program funded by the Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC)
and delivered overseas to refugee and Special Humanitarian Program (SHP) visa entrants by the International Organization for Migration (IOM).
Conducted in 17 countries across Asia, Africa and the Middle East, AUSCO is presented (prior to entrants’ arrival in Australia) in refugee camps
and urban settings by IOM staff, and follows a curriculum set by DIAC covering Australian government, geography and climate, cultural adjustment,
travel to Australia, settling in, healthcare, education, finding a job, money management, housing, transport, Australian law, citizenship and access to
trauma and torture counselling.
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An integrated strategy for postpost-arrival cultural orientation?
With IHSS and AUSCO tenders to be announced in early 2010, and the Federal Government
foreshadowing a greater emphasis on post-arrival cultural orientation in the new Strategic Settlement
Framework, there is an opportunity to contribute ideas to how Australia can develop an integrated, longterm strategy to post-arrival cultural orientation for refugee and humanitarian entrants.

6.2 FURTHER READING
Laurie Ferguson (25 September 2009), Parliamentary Secretary announcement of the Strategic
Settlement Framework , Department of Immigration and Citizenship.
http://www.minister.immi.gov.au/parlsec/media/speeches/2009/lf090925.htm
Department of Immigration and Citizenship, Fact Sheet 67 – The Australian Cultural Orientation
(AUSCO) Program
http://www.immi.gov.au/media/fact-sheets/67ausco.htm
Refugee Council of Australia (2009) Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program: Community views
on current challenges and future directions, January 2009 (Chapter 6.5), RCOA, Sydney
http://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/docs/resources/submissions/2009-10_intakesub.pdf

6.3 CONSULTATION QUESTIONS
16. What are some examples of good post-arrival cultural orientation for newly arrived refugee and
humanitarian entrants? What do you think is working well?
17. How do you think post-arrival cultural orientation can be improved so that refugee and
humanitarian entrants can access the information necessary to navigate their new life in
Australia?
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