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We promote humane and
compassionate policies for people
seeking safety in Australia and around
the globe. While we cannot predict
the wars, conflicts and oppressive
regimes that will force people to seek
asylum, we can work to ensure that
anyone who arrives seeking sanctuary
finds the safety and support they
deserve, so they can start to rebuild
their lives with dignity.

Membership of the Refugee Council of
Australia gives refugees and people seeking
asylum a stronger voice!
In unifying disparate organisations we can work
together more effectively to improve the lives
of refugees. Our members include agencies
that are helping people to settle in Australia
and community organisations led by former
refugees that offer mutual support. We consult
our members, bring them together to work
on common concerns and work to mobilise
Australians in advocating for change.
“As a member agency we are grateful for the
coordination role that RCOA plays and for their
strategic and inclusive approach. We very much
value working closely with RCOA and hope to
continue doing it in the future!”
Carolina Gottardo, Director Jesuit Refugee
Service Australia

NGO and member campaign representatives at
a recent workshop with RCOA staff.

In the current political climate the coordinating
role of RCOA is more important than ever to bring
about enduring changes to refugee and asylum
seeker policy. We recently coordinated working
groups for each of our five priority policy areas:
• the refugee and humanitarian program
• fair process for seeking asylum
• offshore processing
• mandatory detention
• engagement in Asia.
The working groups brought together members of
the refugee sector to develop pre and post-election
strategy.
“The only way that we are going to see positive
changes to Australia’s refugee policy is through coordinating the hundreds of organisations around the
country that are working with and for refugees and
people seeking asylum. That’s why RCOA’s role as the
peak body in the sector is so critical”.
Kelly Nicholls, Communications Director, RCOA.
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OUR IMPACT

COORDINATING AND REPRESENTING
THE REFUGEE SECTOR

PROMOTING FAIRER GOVERNMENT POLICIES

3

major
national
campaigns
RCOA has been one of the organisations
driving the collective sector campaign to get
all #KidsOffNauru.
We have helped elevate the issue of children
trapped on Nauru to the front page through our
joint reporting and media outreach. Using the
national attention on the Wentworth by-election,
we made it a key election issue through our
joint ‘Wentworth4Refugees’ campaign. We held
dozens of meetings with politicians; mobilised
over 15,000 people to sign the petition and then
advocate on social media; and commissioned a
professional video of parents and grandparents
speaking out for #KidsOffNauru which reached
hundreds of thousands of people.

Our Refugee Welcome Zones initiative
encourages local Councils to build a culture of
welcome for refugees and supports Councils to
advocate on priority issues for refugees.
As Refugee Welcome Zones, Local Government
bodies commit to welcome refugees into their
community, uphold the human rights of refugees,
show compassion for refugees and enhance cultural
and religious diversity in their community. The
initiative continues to grow reflecting the vital role
local government can play in supporting refugees.
“Getting laws and policies right is vital. But it’s local
people and communities that are on the frontlines
when refugees arrive, and whose welcome makes
the difference – the difference between rejection and
inclusion; between despair and hope”
Filippo Grandi, UN High Commissioner for
Refugees.

Every year, in inquiries and consultations on a
wide range of topics, we represent the views
of refugees, of people seeking asylum, and of
those who work with them and support them.
We strive to bring about real, concrete, lifechanging improvements for some of the world’s
most vulnerable people.

Our reports and papers have led to direct
dialogue with the Australian Government on
how policy needs to change.

In 2017–18, we made submissions and gave
evidence on:
• citizenship legislation

Issues covered included:

• mobile phones in detention

• refugee self-representation at the Global
Summit of Refugees in Geneva

• refugees with disabilities

• the refugee sector’s platform for change

• the use of foreign aid

• how the Australian Government is forcing
people seeking asylum to destitution

• the regulation of migration agents
• the cancellation of visas.

• the increasing restrictions on visitors in detention

We also play a key role in helping the sector
collaborate, through teleconferences and working
groups, on inquiries and consultations of common
interest. We back up our submissions by briefing
government department personnel and Parliament,
and ensuring that people from refugee backgrounds
are included in consultations about them. Important
bills such as those on citizenship legislation and
banning mobile phones in detention have been
stalled in Parliament, and important issues such as
the indefinite detention of refugees as a result of
visa cancellations were brought to the fore.

• the failures of the main federal employment
program, Jobactive
• a proposed better model of community
sponsorship.
Our reports have helped build a base for our
campaign on cuts to the life-saving social welfare
program for people seeking asylum, and for a
collaborative campaign with members on a better
model of community sponsorship. They have also
fed into our joint #KidsOffNauru campaign and
formed the basis for lobbying and campaigning
for the sector ahead of the next federal election.

O

At the time of going to print, Australian
Government representatives indicated all children
and their families will soon be moved off Nauru

We have also contributed our policy expertise
to the joint campaign to promote a community
sponsorship initiative, meeting with politicians
and generating media attention.

Kids Off Nauru Campaign Poster for Wentworth
Bi-Election.
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We continue to drive the collective sector
campaign to restore the essential welfare
program for people seeking asylum—the Status
Resolution Support Services program. We have
produced reports, held media conferences,
mobilised local government, held dozens of
meetings with federal and state politicians, and
generated media attention.

Various reports from 2017-18.

ne of the year’s
highlights was seeing
our friend and incredible
advocate for refugees, Bwe Thay,
give evidence before Parliament
on what Australian citizenship
meant to him and other people
from refugee backgrounds.
Bwe spoke eloquently in English (one of seven
languages he speaks) about how his family have
planted the gum trees they received when they
became citizens, how they visit them together,
and how they see the trees as symbols of the
safety and the new home that they have found
in Australia. Bwe’s compelling evidence made
the evening news.

EMPOWERING REFUGEE COMMUNITIES
INTERNATIONAL

We seek to empower refugee communities and
individuals by giving them opportunities to
advocate on their own behalf.
We have led efforts to include refugee delegates
in key international meetings on refugee policy,
raising funds to support their participation in
UNHCR’s annual consultations with NGOs.
“Nothing about us without us. It is time to
include us, trust us, and work with us. Shared
responsibility is shared humanity.”
Arash Bordbar, Australian
refugee representative
supported by RCOA, speaking
at the UNHCR annual NGO
consultation, Geneva, 2018

AWARENESS RAISING
AND EDUCATION

DOMESTIC

Refugee Week exists to celebrate the
extraordinary contributions that refugees and
people seeking asylum make to Australian
society, and their incredible resilience and
resourcefulness.

What we hear at refugee community meetings
directs our focus, and informs our policy and
advocacy work, both in Australia and overseas.

Refugee Council of Australia is the national
organiser of Refugee Week which is held annually
in June and coincides with World Refugee Day.

Every year, we consult with people across Australia
on refugee and asylum policies. We talk with
people who have been or are in need of protection,
and with those who work with these communities.
Community meetings form the staple of our policy
and advocacy work.

Our annual Refugee Alternatives Conference
builds stronger platforms for refugee
leadership so that refugees and people
seeking asylum can be their own agents of
change.

“The opportunity that the RCOA consultations
provide is invaluable…for smaller organisations like
us to be able to input into the process of bringing
about change on a national level”.
Service provider and consultation participant.

“Refugees don’t flee their home country for a
“luxury life”, most refugees such as myself have
come from crisis situations. We bring untold
optimism, resilience, a strong work ethic and a
desire to belong, contribute and create successful
pathways for our families in our host counties.”
Lizzy Kuoth, Refugee Week Ambassador

Participants at our second annual conference
included people from refugee backgrounds,
academia, service provision, advocacy and
policymaking, as well as other engaged
individuals. This year we had 59 speakers and
moderators, more than half of whom had lived
experience of seeking asylum, living as a refugee,
or living as a stateless person.

Photo: RCOA

We asked the 450 speakers, moderators and
participants what they liked most about the
conference. Here’s what some people had to say:

Participants at a community consultation.
RCOA worked with international NGO
Independent Diplomat and 8 refugee-led
networks to organise the first Global Summit
of Refugees in Geneva in June, attended by
72 refugee representatives from 27 countries
on 6 continents.

“The Refugee Council of Australia is to be
commended for its vital role, [and] its years
of passionate advocacy for refugee selfrepresentation. The Global Summit of Refugees
was possible only because of the work they have
been doing for more than 10 years.”
Najeeba Wazefadost, Australian refugee
representative of the Australian National
Committee on Refugee Women, speaking at the
UNHCR annual NGO consultation, Geneva, 2018

“The chance to be together with the sector
and movement colleagues - and to meet new
people”.
“Great to have more refugee participation and
more voice to the refugees”.
“The number of people with the lived experience
of being both participants and presenters”
“The sophisticated level of information and idea
sharing, the sense of being part of a group of
like-minded individuals. The sense of hope and
purpose.”
“Thanks for the doors you opened for me and
my charity by my attendance to the refugee
conference”.

Deena Yako from RCOA at Multicultural NSW 2018
Refugee Week event.

In advocating and engaging the Australian
public through our online channels, we work to
mobilise the Australian public to bring about
positive changes to Australian refugee policy;
changes that would not happen if we didn’t
speak up.
We had 363,391 unique visitors to our website;
17,800 followers on Twitter; and 35,000 likes on
Facebook. And 64,081 people on our database
have taken some kind of action with us, such as
signing a petition, retweeting, rsvping to an event
or liking a post on Facebook. That’s a lot of activity!
All these people are helping amplify our message
to government of the need for a more humane,
compassionate policy towards refugees and people
seeking asylum.
“No one becomes a refugee by choice; but the rest
of us can have a choice about how we help.”
UN High Commissioner for Refugees Filippo
Grandi

Face-to-Face is our school-based program to
build social cohesion and address negative
perceptions about refugees.
Co-presented by a speaker with a refugee
background and one of our representatives, it
increases awareness and understanding of the
difficulties and challenges faced by refugees, and
of their contributions to Australia.
“We forget to understand that refugees… are
humans with feelings who are in desperate need of
help.”
School student’s response to a Face-to-Face
program presenter

Sydney Office
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Surry Hills NSW 2010
Ph: (02) 9211 9333
Email: admin@refugeecouncil.org.au

Melbourne Office
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Melbourne VIC 3000
Ph: (03) 9600 3302

Add your support by visiting:
www.refugeecouncil.org.au
Twitter: @OzRefugeeCounc
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