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You are ensuring that refugees and people 
seeking asylum are not left behind.  
When COVID-19 arrived in Australia, we knew people seeking asylum  
and refugees would be particularly at risk. 

The Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA) 
immediately began hearing from our member 
organisations of huge increases in demand for 
emergency relief. People with temporary visas in 
insecure employment were among the first to lose 
their jobs. Far too many had no access to financial, 
medical or legal support. 

Our phones rang constantly with calls from people who 
had nowhere to turn. We quickly convened emergency 
meetings with our member organisations and key 
service providers to gain a thorough understanding 
of what was happening. From this, we led the joint 
development of five priority issues for refugees and 
people seeking asylum during the pandemic. (Read more 
at www.refugeecouncil.org.au/priorities-covid-19)

With the support of generous and concerned supporters, 
we launched our biggest and most ambitious campaign 
to date: Nobody Left Behind (and its sister campaign, No 
Child Left Behind). 

This campaign has united more than 200 organisations 
in calling on the Federal Government to extend financial 
support (JobKeeper/JobSeeker), Medicare and legal 
support to refugees on temporary visas and people 
seeking asylum in Australia. 

In the weeks that followed, we coordinated further 
coalitions of educators, unions, medical bodies, councils, 
mayors, individuals and people personally affected, to 
put pressure on the Minister for Families and Social 
Services and the Minister for Immigration to leave no-
one destitute or homeless as a result of Covid-19.

We commissioned research showing the social and 
financial impacts of leaving these groups without 
support. We also secured ongoing high profile media 
coverage in outlets including the ABC, SBS, The Sydney 
Morning Herald, The Age, The Saturday Paper, The 
Daily Telegraph, The Adelaide Advertiser and Channel 
9’s The Today Show. 

RCOA recently commissioned a report, COVID-19 and 
humanitarian migrants on temporary visas: assessing 
the public costs, which reveals the enormous public 
cost of excluding refugees on temporary visas and 
people seeking asylum from public support during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The report found that: 

• 19,000 refugees and people seeking asylum 
will lose their jobs, almost doubling the 
unemployment rate in this group.

• Even those who remain employed will see 
their wages drop, resulting in 92% of workers 
earning less than minimum wage. 

• The loss of work and wages will put refugees 
and people seeking asylum at higher risk of 
poor health and homelessness, with a  
projected 14,000 becoming homeless. This is 

projected to cost governments $23.4 million 
for hospital admissions and an additional $181 
million in health and social services.  

RCOA CEO Paul Power said that the report’s findings 
were an indictment of the Federal Government’s 
decision to exclude refugees and people seeking 
asylum from COVID-19 related support: 

“The government is knowingly pushing people into 
poverty, homelessness and destitution, at great social 
and financial cost. Today, we once again urge the 
government to rethink this policy and extend a safety 
net, based on need not on visa status, to all people 
living in Australia who cannot survive without it.”

Read the full report at www.refugeecouncil.org.au/
reports/

With your help, we have been able to lead and support 
delegations to lobby directly with the Federal and State 
Governments on this issue. These delegations were 
made up of people directly affected and representatives 
from our member organisations. Our advocacy was 
instrumental in the introduction of a substantial support 
package from the NSW government.

At every stage of this campaign, we’ve sought your voice 
to show that Australians don’t support this senseless 
inhumanity. We want our political leaders to include 
everyone in their response to the pandemic. Your role 
has been crucial. 

Thank you for signing petitions, sharing articles, writing 
letters, calling your representatives and providing 
financial support that enables our work – such as this 
campaign – to continue. There’s still more to be done—
and we will continue to ensure that we maintain this 
pressure until the policies are changed.

To date, only emergency relief has been committed and 
the Federal Government has failed to introduce longer 
term support. 

An economic report we recently commissioned predicts 
that, as a result, 14,000 people seeking asylum will 
become homeless. This includes children and families. 

We can’t let this happen. With your support, we will 
continue to fight to ensure these people receive some 
form of a safety net. 

At the time of writing, we are planning a week of 
solidarity during National Child Protection Week in 
September.  This will see school students across the 
country speaking out about the suffering of their fellow 
students, alongside educators, parents and concerned 
Australians. 

To get involved or learn more, visit: 
www.refugeecouncil.org.au/nobody-
left-behind/ and  
www.nochildleftbehind.org.au  

New research reveals social and 
economic costs of government policy

#NoChild
LeftBehind
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We know that 
many children 
will bear the full 
brunt of the crisis. 
We fear that they, 
and their parents, 
will be forced into 
poverty, be further 
marginalised, 
and go without 
food, shelter or 
medicines.
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Refugee Week 2020: 
Celebrating the Year 
of Welcome.

Operation Not 
Forgotten: an update.

Given the COVID-19 lockdown, Refugee Week 2020 — the 35th annual celebration 
of Australia’s refugee communities — looked a little different this year. 

In the Autumn edition of Your Voice, we told you about Operation Not Forgotten, a project to 
resettle people from Manus and Nauru in Canada, using the Canadian sponsorship model. 

With the choice to innovate or postpone, we opted 
for the former, launching Australia’s first ever digital 
Refugee Week. 

We used this opportunity to take Refugee Week to 
the global level, featuring ambassadors from around 
the world and a global storytelling night organised in 
partnership with Refugee Week UK.

As people took to the streets in support of Black 
communities, the week kicked off with an insightful 
discussion between people from Indigenous and refugee 
communities around Australia, examining the true 
meaning of “welcome”.

Other official events during the week included a poetry 
night, panel sessions and a movie night, wrapping up 
with the annual STARTTS Humanitarian Awards. Thank 
you so much to those of you who joined us for these 
celebrations. If you missed out, you can still view many 
of these events online at www.refugeeweek.org.au.

We also partnered with SBS Food to encourage people 
to “share a meal, share a story” and celebrate the rich 
cuisines and histories of our refugee community 
members. Refugee Week ambassadors like Noor, Rnita, 
Samah and Dai prepared their favourite dishes from 
home in cook-along videos, which featured on the 

With your help, The Refugee Council 
of Australia has been fundraising in 
Australia towards this effort. 

In 2019-20, RCOA processed $2.26 
million in donations from Australians 
wanting to support the project. Thanks 
to this incredible support, MOSAIC, the 
refugee support agency in Vancouver, so 
far has been able to lodge sponsorship 
applications for 133 resettlement spots. 67 
of these spots were for people in PNG and 
Nauru and those who had been medically 
evacuated to Australia. The 66 remaining 
spots were allocated to their immediate 
family members, from whom some have 
been separated for over seven years. These 
applications are currently being assessed 
by Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship 
Canada (IRCC), the government agency.

Despite the temporary halt to refugee 
arrivals due to COVID-19, IRCC has 
invited MOSAIC to lodge applications 
for another 58 refugee sponsorship spots. 
MOSAIC expects to have access to more 
spots late in 2020 and anticipates access 
to a new annual allocation of at least 130 
spots in January 2021. 

Before lodging a sponsorship application, 
the sponsor is required to have a set 
amount of funds to cover income support 
for the person’s first year in Canada. This 
is around A$18,500 for a single adult and 
A$31,500 for a family of four.

Hani, Dina and Mohammad’s story is an 
example of the incredible difference that 
resettlement in Canada can make to the 
lives of people who have been trapped 
by Australia’s inhumane asylum system. 
Caroline, a loyal RCOA supporter, has 
helped Hani, Dima and Mohammad to 
get to Canada and is now supporting 
Operation Not Forgotten to provide this 
same opportunity to other refugees. 

SBS Food platforms with a collection of incredible 
recipes and stories. RCOA also launched our first 
ever e-cookbook, bringing these dishes and memories 
together in a beautiful collection.

We also offered tailor-made resources to schools, 
businesses, local governments, community organisations 
and individuals, giving people everything they needed to 
participate and organise events from their homes, and host 
watch parties and online events with family and friends. 

Refugee Week couldn’t happen without 
the very generous support from our 
sponsors. Thank you to our:

Event partners 
— Settlement Services International
— SBS Food
— The Wheeler Centre 
Major sponsor 
— City of Sydney 
Sponsors 
— NSW Teachers Federation 
— Multicultural Australia 
— Victorian Government 
Partners 
— Overseas Services to Survivors of 

Torture and Trauma (OSSTT)
— Core Community Services 
— NSW Service for the Treatment 

and Rehabilitation of Torture and 
Trauma Survivors (STARTTS)

If you would like to purchase  
an e-cookbook, please visit  
share-a-meal.raisely.com/

Snow had fallen early when 
Hani and Dima touched down 
in Toronto in Autumn 2019. 
Their journey ended six long, 
torturous years held in the 
web of Australia’s offshore 
detention regime. As stateless 
Palestinian refugees, they had 
crossed numerous borders and 
experienced many hardships 
in their search for safety, but 
their treatment at the hands of 
the Australian government was 
staggering. Dima had fallen 
pregnant with her first child in 
Nauru and was thought to be 
suffering from the life-threatening 
condition pre-eclampsia. Yet, 
everything was done to block 
her transfer to Australia for a 
safe delivery. When she was 
finally transferred, following 
legal action taken by advocates, 
her husband was prevented 
from accompanying her. She 
gave birth alone and could 
not see Hani for the first two 
years of their son’s life. 

While Hani spent a further two 
years languishing in Nauru, Dima 
spent the next two years alone 
in Cairns with baby Mohammad. 
She became friends with local 
obstetrician Caroline de Costa, 
who had attended the birth as 
a support person. After two 
years, Hani was transferred to 
Australia as his own health had 
deteriorated. But, in another act 
of cruelty, or casual indifference, 
he was flown to Adelaide on 
the other side of the country 
where he was placed in closed 

detention. When Dima was finally 
permitted to move to Adelaide to 
be near him, she was placed in a 
distant part of the city. She lived 
far from the detention centre, in 
isolation with little social support. 

Over this time, Caroline had 
become good friends with the 
family and took it upon herself 
to find a solution. The Australian 
Government maintained that 
those transferred for medical 
treatment would be sent back 
to Nauru once well and would 
not make Australia home. 

Caroline sought to raise 
funds to sponsor the family to 
Canada through the Canadian 
government’s private refugee 
sponsorship scheme. She 
was able to do so because 
her son is a Canadian citizen, 
living in Toronto. Her son is 
now part of the small group 
of nominated volunteers that 
looked after the family for their 
first year of settlement. This 
year, he also had his own child, 
Caroline’s first grandchild. 

Hani, Mohammad and Dima:  
A long journey to freedom 

Rnita Dacho, RCOA staff member with her mother. 
Rnita is a Year of Welcome Ambassador. Photo: Camille Nuttall

Hani, Mohammad and Dima 
set off for Canada
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Supporting Refugee CommunitiesHow your support 
puts a face to a story.

Supporter Profile 

One of RCOA’s key principles is that refugees and their communities are those 
best placed to inform and shape core policies that impact their own lives. 

During these unprecedented times, the Refugee Council’s Face to Face 
Schools and Community Program has ensured that supporting refugee-
led advocacy continues to be central to our work. 

In this vein, we have provided practical support for 
the conception, formation and ongoing work of the 
National Refugee-led Advocacy and Advisory Group 
(NRAAG) as per the group’s need. 

RCOA staff member Shukufa Tahiri, herself from a 
refugee background, has been instrumental in the work 
of NRAAG, which aims to fill the gap that exists in direct 
refugee leadership and participation in advocacy. 

Since NRAAG’s formation in 2019, they have been able 
to break new ground amplifying refugee voices across 
advocacy.  A 14-member steering committee guides and 
drives their work, particularly during COVID-19.

NRAAG has run national consultations, made a 
Parliamentary submission, led the national Refugee 
Dialogue, led campaign actions, and  published the 
‘Leaving Nobody Behind’ report. They also made 
a submission to the Senate inquiry on Australia’s 
COVID-19 response, engaged with civil society through 
presentations and public webinar and continued to 
amplify community concerns with the general public, 
media and allies through public statements, social media 
and more. 

Since 2014, RCOA has been bringing refugee speakers 
to schools in the greater Sydney and Melbourne 
regions to share their personal stories. In 2019-2020, 
we delivered 45 incursions to over 4600 participants 
including teachers, students, community members, 
rotary clubs, corporate businesses, government,  
and NGOs.

The program promotes education on social justice, peace 
and human rights to the Australian community. Unlike 
many other programs, speakers are paid for their time. 

With the COVID-19 restrictions, these school visits were 
impossible or impractical. RCOA extended the delivery 
method of the Face to Face Program to a digital platform. 
This shift meant students in many more locations were 
able to learn about the refugee experience directly from 
people who have lived it. 

Samah Shda, one of the speakers, says of her experience;

“My involvement in the Face to Face program has offered 
opportunities of advocacy, community service and personal 
development. 

As both a speaker and a volunteer for the Face to Face 
program, I am able to use my story and reflect on the 
issues and challenges of my community. Sharing my lived 
experience and perspective with groups such as Rotary 
Clubs, schools, and government entities in NSW has been 
an opportunity to educate the community on who refugees 
are and their journeys of resettlement. 

Throughout my time as a speaker, I witnessed the positive 
impact of the discussion that follows my presentations and 
the value of creating a safe space for community members 
to ask questions and learn from a first-hand experience. 
These instances often lead to new ideas and lessons learned 
for everyone involved, including myself. 

As a newly arrived refugee to Australia, this experience 
has played a major role in my engagement with the 
community. It has offered opportunities of professional 
development and involvement in research projects and 
initiatives that would benefit refugee communities in 
Australia. 

“Hi, my name is Rob Keldoulis and I am the CEO at 
Vivcourt Trading, a social enterprise in the financial 
services sector. 

At VivCourt, our purpose is to create a better tomorrow 
for our staff, their family and friends, as well as the 
communities in which we all live.

RCOA recently approached us to support their matched 
giving appeal and amplify their impact. We were thrilled 
to help. As Australia’s relationship with refugees has 
steadily deteriorated over the past decade, the importance 
of organisations such as RCOA has never been greater. 
The stain on our generation will forever be the offshore 
detention centres and the hardening of our borders. 

Refugees bring to our country an enormous untapped 
resource. Far from holding them at bay, we should be 
looking for ways to actively enable their arrival and 
settlement into our country.

At Vivcourt, our investment into organisations like RCOA 
can create structural fixes to turn the refugee ‘problem’ 

In line with RCOA’s commitment to meaningfully 
support refugee voices at all levels, we have worked 
to provide the necessary connections, advocacy 
opportunities, guidance, links and support to NRAAG. 
This includes government departments in Australia, 
sector campaigns and media. 

While NRAAG as an organisation is an independent 
entity challenging the long-standing barriers and power 
relations which have served to limit refugee voices, RCOA 
continues to instigate refugee inclusion within our work. 
We also continue to support and encourage others to 
follow the leadership of refugee-led groups and to treat 
them as partners and knowledge-holders who should be at 
the forefront of change for their communities. 

As a paid speaker, I know that the 
work and perspective I bring to 
the team is valued and respected. 
This experience has opened doors 
to other opportunities of advocacy 
and refugee support work. 

Since my orientation and training in February 2020, all 
my speaking engagements have been through the digital 
Face-to-Face format due to COVID19 restrictions. 

As a speaker, I was presented with the challenge of 
adapting to new digital communication skills while relating 
my story to different community groups. The digital 
program package offered new and additional resources for 
the community groups, which put my story into context 
and allowed for more informed discussions. 

I felt that the Face to Face program needed to grow to fulfil 
these new and emerging needs and to appropriately reflect 
our stories of resilience and adaptability.” 

into a resource for 
Australia. To us, this just 
makes common sense. 
Not only is there a moral 
and social imperative, 
but there is an economic 
one as well. 

RCOA is uniquely 
placed to help solve what 
has long been an issue 
that has dogged the 
conscience of every Australian. 

Through our participation in the recent 
#NobodyLeftBehind appeal, our gift match has helped 
RCOA raise much needed funds to create more awareness 
about the extreme difficulties faced by refugees and people 
seeking asylum.

If you are in a position to make a similarly significant 
donation, I encourage you to contact Kelly Nicholls on 
(02) 9211 9333 or Kelly.nicholls@refugeecouncil.org.au.”

RCOA supporter, 
Rob Keldoulis 
Photo: Vivcourt

NRAAG steering committee meeting.

RCOA Face to Face speaker Samah Shda.
Photo:Small Projects Istanbul.
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