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Foreword
The Refugee Council of Australia and the Migration and Refugee 
Research Network (MARRNet) are proud to share the outcomes 
of the third annual conference Refugee Alternatives: Improving 
Policy, Practice and Public support, held on 19-20 February 2019. 
The conference, hosted by the University of South Australia in 
Adelaide, brought together a broad range of expertise from 
across the country and globally to directly discuss, share, learn 
and contribute to new understandings and find solutions to cur-
rent issues.

Over the course of two days, the conference brought together a 
broad range of expertise covering topics of displacement; protec-
tion; cooperation; wellbeing; resilience; education; advocacy; and 
unity from across the country and across the globe. These themes 
were explored through 17 diverse sessions with 70 speakers and 
over 350 total participants. In 2019, 60% of speakers and mod-
erators experienced seeking asylum, living as a refugee or as a 
stateless person. This is an increase from the 2018 conference 
(53%) and reinforces self-representation as fundamental to im-
proving policy practice, partnerships and public support. 

The 2019 conference continued to drive the conversation around 
a number of key issues that have been discussed in previous years 
as well as new challenges and solutions within the sector. These 
ideas were in the Platform for Change framework that has been 
developed collaboratively across the humanitarian sector. An 
overview of these themes and recommendations can be found 
below.

Hosts
The Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA) is the national um-
brella body for refugees and the organisations and individuals 
who support them. With 190 organisational members and thou-
sands more individual members and supporters, RCOA’s work 
centres around the key areas of research and policy analysis, ad-
vocacy and representation (of member, refugee and asylum seek-
er issues) and community education and awareness. In addition, 
RCOA seeks support for specific projects that directly relate to its 
objectives and enhance capacity to serve the refugee community.

Migration and Refugee Research Network (MARRNet) is a 
dynamic network of researchers, service providers, students and 
community members that aims to foster research collaboration 
and innovation, promote intercultural understanding and im-
prove settlement outcomes for people seeking asylum, refugees 
and other migrants. The network has membership from a range 
of disciplines from all three  South Australian public universities 
in the fields of visual arts, law, education, public health, psychol-
ogy, political theory, nursing, international studies, migration and 
population studies, as well as government representatives and 
service providers from a range of organisations.

 



4

refugee council of australia

Executive summary
The theme for this year’s conference was the refugee sector’s 
‘Platform for Change’- our call for five key changes to Australian 
refugee policy. This is what we want to see in Australia, and this 
is what we will work together to achieve.

• End offshore processing
• Treat people seeking asylum fairly
• End mandatory indefinite detention
• Do more to protect refugees in the world
• Work better with our neighbours

Key themes 
A number of key themes were discussed throughout the confer-
ence. Some were introduced as a result of the discussions that 
emerged between panellists and participants while others were 
a continuation of themes that have been discussed in previous 
conferences and by the sector more broadly. The conference 
outcomes are a combination of these themes and the Platform 
for Change.

The continued importance of self-representation

This remains to be one of the most important themes at each 
Refugee Alternatives conference and was discussed at all ses-
sions in 2019.  Whilst efforts were commended, it was agreed 
that more effort should be exerted in the inclusion of those with 
lived experience at every point of decision-making including 

advocacy, policy-making and service provision. There was agree-
ment that the best solution to ‘doing more to protect refugees 
in the world’ is to provide those with lived-experience, the space 
and opportunity to determine the outcomes for those we are 
working to assist. 

In addition to this, the importance of youth-led self-representa-
tion was explored in a number of sessions. Through the insightful 
contributions of a number of younger panellists with lived-ref-
ugee experience, there was widespread recognition of the im-
portant work that youth are performing in the sector. Speakers 
emphasised that refugee self-advocacy empowers others with 
lived experience to participate in local and global discussions.

In both these discussions, the role of NGOs was acknowledged 
as an important way to assist and support community-led organ-
ising.

The need for an intersectional approach 

Building from last year, this year’s participants and panellists dis-
cussed the continued need for an intersectional approach within 
the sector based on individual identities and needs. These were 
focused in such sessions as Queering Service Provision, Working 
with People with Disabilities and Building Strengths: exploring 
practical responses to mental health needs for people who have 
undergone forced migration. All sessions emphasised the impor-
tance of services being culturally appropriate, either based on 
community-led research and practice, or designed in consulta-
tion and engagement with the community around their needs. 
The continued importance of intersectionality or recognising col-
lective experiences as being simultaneously shaped by race, class, 
gender, and sexuality in everyday practices, was also discussed 

Session on Refugee Leadership and Self-representation - (Speakers       left to right): Najeeba Wazefadost, Shukufa Tahiri, Manal Younus
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throughout all sessions as a solution to combat the misrepresen-
tation of refugee communities in the media, public policy and 
within the sector.

Reject the homogenous refugee single-expe-
rience and embrace the heterogenous story of 
the individual

There was consensus throughout the conference that a ‘one size 
fits all approach’ to the refugee journey does not encompass 
the diversity of experiences and knowledge. It is important to 
embrace self-representation of the individual as a fundamental 
aspect of change. The session on Addressing Xenophobia and 
Racism investigated how these discourses can be challenged by 
looking at the differences and similarities of experiences among 
different refugee communities in Australia. Discussions in the 
session Queering Service Provision raised the importance of 
recognising the diversity among refugee communities and the 
importance of recognising that refugees and people seeking asy-
lum are not homogenous in experiences of sexuality and gender 
diversity.

The need to work more collaboratively across 
the sector

All sessions highlighted the need to improve relationships with-
in the sector in order to move forward and enact. In order to 
strengthen advocacy practice and policy-making, participants 
discussed the importance of building better partnerships and 
looking at the Platform for Change as a basis for refugee advoca-
cy so as to build a united front. The need for greater cross-sector 
collaboration was discussed at all levels by conference partici-
pants and speakers. Discussions centred around SRSS highlighted 
the need for improved communication between service provid-
ers in order to streamline pathways to support people seeking 
asylum while discussions around advocacy spoke of the lack of 
coordination between civil society, NGOs and national refugee 
actors. More communication and collaboration between service 
providers to achieve more comprehensive results was discussed 
in Working With People With Disabilities session. The report 
Barriers and Exclusions: The Support Needs of Newly Arrived 
Refugees With a Disability was introduced at the session and 
further details the obstacles to providing disability support for 
people from refugee backgrounds. The link to the report is in the 
alternative resources below.

The need to work with our Asia-Pacific partners

One of the urgent themes that emerged from last year’s confer-
ence was the need for more leadership by the Australian Govern-
ment in Asia-Pacific in order to help drive solutions in the region. 

Building on this theme, this year’s discussions on this topic fo-
cused on the need to facilitate more cooperation between local 
organisations so as to avoid Australia-centric alternatives that do 
not engage with the full scope of the problem. Bearing in mind, 
one of the key points in the Platform for Change being to ‘work 
better with our neighbours’, the session, Understanding Austra-
lia’s role in the Asia Pacific explored how the sector can play a 
more positive role in the region without exacerbating problems 
by focusing on assisting refugee-led organisations in the region 
and listening to our colleagues in the region more carefully.

Look to models of success, both regionally and 
internationally.

Another continued theme from last year’s conference is the im-
portance of looking at existing effective approaches as models of 
success; locally, in the region and internationally. Over the course 
of the conference we heard models of successful initiatives in ses-
sions such as the Community-Led Organising session and discussed 
ways to reform and improve existing initiatives such as the session 
on Reforming Australia’s Community Sponsorship Program. The 
session on Reforming Immigration Detention, drew from success-
ful strategies of campaigning to improve offshore detention as a 
starting point to discuss ways in which the sector could collab-
orate to achieve the objectives within the Platform for Change. 
Overall, it was agreed that greater engagement with communi-
ties and collaborative policy development will increase the likeli-
hood of providing alternate and improved pathways for refugees. 

Recommendations
International
The international community should work towards the following:

• Support the development of the new Global Refugee-led 
Network, assisting it to build regional networks which are well 
connected to national and local refugee leadership.Service 
providers, as the direct contact for refugees, should work 
towards fostering more positive relationships with broader 
society and the perceptions of refugees. This can be achieved 
also by cooperating with other countries in the region and 
looking for commonalities.
• The sector should focus on upskilling refugees and people 
seeking asylum in neighbouring countries.
• In the Asia-Pacific region, governments and the humanitarian 
sector should advocate for language classes during the waiting 
period, not just after resettlement.
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National
Australia and the humanitarian sector should work towards the 
following to improve policy, practice and public support.

Recommendations for NGOs to improve practice 
and performance.

NGOs should perform a self-assessment as to how people of 
refugee backgrounds are portrayed or included in their work: is 
it integral or tokenistic? NGOs should also perform an internal 
review regarding how they are engaging refugee-background 
individuals in their work and encourage other organisations in 
the sector to do the same.

• Wherever possible, organisations within the sector should 
look to employing more people from refugee background.
• Increase collaborative policy development, information-
sharing and the production of joint reports and/or strategies for 
change across the sector for expanded and improved systems.
• Sector service providers should demonstrate more unity, 
coordination and communication within the limits of funding.
• As a sector we should support refugee-led initiatives overseas, 
particularly in the Asia-Pacific region if we have the capacity to 
do it.
• Look to international and national examples of successful 
campaigns to draw instructive ideas of how to put together a 
coordinated, flexible and powerful campaign.
• As a sector, NGOs must recognise and support the 
opportunity for people of refugee background to be at the table 
in all decision-making aspects.

Recommendations for sector advocacy

• Acknowledge the ways in which systemic barriers intersect to 
inhibit the ability of communities to self-organise.
• We should advocate for better visa conditions to assist new 
arrivals with better access to education and work opportunities, 
implement legislation to improve the condition and treatment 
of refugees in detention centres.
• We should advocate for greater accessibility to disability 
support services, particularly for those who are on TPVs, SHEVs 
or bridging visas.
• Work towards changing the narrative around refugees and 
people seeking asylum to focus on the benefits that refugees 
can bring to Australian society.
• Provide greater recognition to campaigns that are being led, 
designed and created by refugees. NGOs need to empower 
and work with communities and alongside communities. 
Community involvement cannot be tokenistic, they need to be 
agents of change.

Local
The following recommendations are for local government au-
thorities, civil society groups and community groups.

• It is important for all stakeholders to embrace self-
representation as a fundamental aspect of change.
• Take time to encourage hope with people seeking asylum as a 
practical response to mental health needs.
• Local government authorities, civil society groups and 
community groups should work towards increasing the 
participation of refugee women and youth in order to increase 
the effectiveness.
• Consultation process in order to involve those who are in 
the process of applying for asylum who cannot advocate for 
themselves to encourage their involvement in advocacy.
• Local government and civil society groups should construct 
local spaces that are not directly connected to politics which 
allow refugees to share knowledge, experiences and support.
• Civil society groups and localised NGOs are encouraged to 
develop a strong referral group of trusted services to promote a 
trusted network of safety around clients.
• Local government and civil society groups should co-design 
research within community to adopt policies on what works and 
recognise the diversity of those in the sector.
• Local government and civil society groups should develop 
structural policies, practices, programs and materials in 
collaboration with queer people from refugee backgrounds that 
ensure LGBT visibility and inclusivity.
• Local governments, civil society and community groups must 
have intersectional approaches to their practices by considering 
age, gender, sexuality, religion, migration status and other 
self-identifying factors. An intersectional approach can assist 
local stakeholders to acknowledge the implicit biases and 
assumptions about refugee experiences.

Additional resources
‘Barriers and exclusions: The support needs of newly ar-
rived refugees with a disability’, a joint report produced in 
partnership by four national peak bodies: the Federation of Eth-
nic Communities Council of Australia (FECCA), the National Eth-
nic Disability Alliance (NEDA), the Refugee Council of Australia 
(RCOA) and the Settlement Council of Australia (SCOA). Barriers 
and Exclusions explores the experience on refugees with a dis-
ability in Australia and the obstacles faced in getting and giving 
support and the issues in ensuring that policy is effective. The 
report was launched in the session Working with people with 
disabilities at this year’s conference.

https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/disability-report/
https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/disability-report/
http://fecca.org.au/
http://www.neda.org.au/
http://www.refugeecouncil.org.au
http://www.scoa.org.au
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Become a MARRnet supporter

Read our Platform for Change

Visit our website to find out more about 

our work, make a donation or keep an 

eye for next year’s Refugee Alternatives 

conference.

Sydney office
Suite 4A6, 410 Elizabeth Street, Surry Hills NSW 2010

Phone: (02) 9211 9333 • Fax: (02) 9211 9288
admin@refugeecouncil.org.au

www.refugeecouncil.org.au
ABN 87 956 673 083

Melbourne office
601/580 Collins Street, Melbourne VIC 3000

Phone: (03) 9600 3302
admin@refugeecouncil.org.au

Session on Working with People with Disabilities Anwya Khananya (Speaker, right), Ajwad Halimed (Interpreter, left)

https://www.trybooking.com/book/sessions?eid=401605
https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/platform-change/
https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/
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