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Foreword
The Refugee Council of Australia and UNSW Sydney Grand 
Challenges are delighted to share the outcomes of the 
inaugural Conference Refugee Alternatives: Improving 
Policy, Practice and Public Support, held 22- 23 February 
2017. The Conference injected broader thinking and 
focused outcomes by ensuring that lived experience 
and good practice are the foundations of strategic, fair 
and improved policy development: that people with lived 
refugee experience drive the design, content and delivery of 
solutions. By partnering with those that are best placed to 
ÀQG�VROXWLRQV�WR�FXUUHQW�LVVXHV��WKH�&RQIHUHQFH�ZDV�DEOH�WR�
ensure over 40% of the 70 speakers and moderators were 
from refugees and asylum seekers backgrounds.

The Conference gave an opportunity to discuss, share, learn 
and contribute to new understandings. With the central 
focus on ‘alternatives’, the space supported new ideas and 
partnerships that were both inspirational and hopeful, as 
well as providing a platform for concrete recommendations 
for action.

Over the course of the two days, more than 350 people 
from refugee backgrounds, academia, service provision, 
advocacy, policymaking, government and engaged 
individuals came together to collaborate and discuss 
policy and practice. The broad range of expertise made 
for riveting, purposeful engagement on a range of themes 
including good practice in resettlement; innovation within 
education; mental health and resilience; youth issues; 
deconstructing the drivers of forced migration; refugee 
ZRPHQ·V�ÀJKW�IRU�MXVWLFH��DQG�UHIXJHH�DXWKRUVKLS�LQ�FUHDWLYH�
industries. 

From these sessions, a range of clear cross-cutting 
priorities, strategic outcomes and platforms for action 
emerged. Looking ahead, the Refugee Council of Australia 
and UNSW Sydney Grand Challenges are excited to share 
the wide range of recommendations to support action 
in international, regional and local spaces and continue 
the momentum at all these levels. Full details of these 
recommendations can be found at: refugeealternatives.org.au

Hosts 
Refugee Council of Australia
The Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA) is the national 
umbrella body for refugees and the organisations and 
individuals who support them. With more than 200 
organisational members and thousands more individual 
members and supporters, RCOA’s work centres around the 
key areas of research and policy analysis, advocacy and 
representation (of member, refugee and asylum seeker 
issues) and community education and awareness raising. 
,Q�DGGLWLRQ��5&2$�VHHNV�VXSSRUW�IRU�VSHFLÀF�SURMHFWV�WKDW�
directly relate to objectives and enhance capacity to serve 
the refugee community. 

UNSW Sydney’s Grand Challenges
UNSW Sydney is one of Australia’s leading research 
and teaching universities, and ranked in the Top 100 
universities worldwide. UNSW Sydney takes pride in being 
an institution where researchers, policy-makers, community 
leaders, civil society and the private sector come together 
to constructively tackle some of the most important 
problems facing humanity today. As part of this work, a 
key priority in UNSW’s 2025 strategy is the UNSW Sydney 
Grand Challenges program, which addresses the biggest 
issues facing humanity. The Grand Challenge on Refugees 
and Migrants was launched in July 2016 with the aim to 
systematically explore and inspire informed discussion, 
debate and policy formulation. UNSW Sydney welcomes 
the wider community to contribute to research and thinking 
about global, national, regional and local issues. UNSW 
Grand Challenges initiative embraces connections between 
academic research and external initiatives, to foster open 
dialogue and creative, holistic thinking. 
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Executive Summary
This report captures the ideas, discussion and positive 
actions from everyone who participated in the Conference. 
The strong support from people of refugee background 
and experience seeking asylum ensured that people were 
integral to developing and planning the strategies to take us 
forward. The Conference captures the detail and nuances 
as we seek answers: what are the alternatives for people 
seeking protection and what are the alternatives to current 
refugee policy? The report provides recommendations 
across the three levels of local, regional and international 
policy and practice.

International Recommendations
A key opportunity that organisations involved 
in international advocacy will take forward are 
recommendations and action plans relevant to the 
Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework leading to 
the UN Global Compact on refugees scheduled for delivery 
in 2018. These include: 

• The need to institutionalise youth engagement at a 
global level where self-representation is not just an 
afterthought or side event. 

• Reiterating the necessity for women to be integral in 
policymaking processes.

• Actively supporting global collaboration for greater 
resettlement opportunities. Speakers highlighted 
the evident urgency for a better system, where all 
undertook their responsibilities with sincere and 
genuine commitment.

Regional Recommendations
A range of sessions highlighted a determination to bring 
DERXW�D�PRUH�XQLÀHG��FRQVROLGDWHG�DQG�FRRUGLQDWHG�
movement within the region. Plans include: 

• New approaches to changing regional dynamics 
through ways of strategising and developing a ‘diverse 
regional voice’. 

• Ensuring supported and active regional networks 
providing opportunities for collaboration between non 
government organisations and regional government 
bodies to inform ongoing policy and practice. 

• Developing an adequate regional response to the 
Rohingya humanitarian crisis and for all advocates to 
continue to demand urgent solutions for the Rohingya 
populations. 

Local Recommendations
Local and inclusive engagement was a key theme emerging 
from a number of sessions, promoting the idea that 
‘advocacy begins at home’; that the Australian community is 
XQLTXHO\�SODFHG�WR�VKRZFDVH�WKH�KXJH�EHQHÀWV�WKDW�SHRSOH�
with lived refugee experience bring to Australia. Key points 
and recommendations include: 

• Many speakers with lived experience recognised the 
importance of moving beyond storytelling, towards 
improving advocacy strategies that will transform and 
empower.

• Australia’s academic institutions are encouraged to 
take greater action in offering scholarships and much 
needed support to the many people from refugee 
backgrounds that have had disrupted education. 

• Nurturing greater opportunities in the creative sector 
are essential as the space is recognised as having a 
fundamental role to play in changing public attitudes. 

• A loud and urgent need to end offshore detention 
permeated the Conference. 



3

What are the alternatives? 
Recommendations for policy and practice

“ Action at all those levels is going to bring  
the tipping point of change that we need 
right now.” - Lilianne Fann

Drawing on the issues, emerging insights and calls to action 
that were discussed over the two days of the Conference, 
the following are key recommendations for change across 
local, regional and international levels.

An overarching recommendation is that people with lived 
refugee experience drive the design, content and delivery of 
solutions.

Local Level 
(government, business, service providers, academic 
institutions, general public)

1. Voice and leadership - platform and opportunities for 
people with lived experience, local communities and 
grassroot organisations to act as primary agents.

2. Youth representation - platform for young people to 
share their stories, be provided with skills, leadership 
training and materials and be a voice for change.

3. Partnerships - partner NGOS and service providers to 
ÀQG�D�FRPPRQ�JRDO�UDWKHU�WKDQ�FRPSHWLWLRQ��6HFWRU�
needs to work together as a united body rather than 
fragmented across service providers, advocacy and 
community.

4. Involvement of women and girls in decision-making 
and leadership - if women and girls continue to be left 
behind, their voices are not heard and their capabilities 
are not recognised in policy making. 

5. Public opinion and policy - To counter the rhetoric of 
fear, as a sector we have to work together and bring the 
powerful message that there is nothing to fear, to shift 
public attitude, language and terminology. 

6. 6KRZFDVH�EHQHÀWV�RI�UHIXJHHV�FRQWULEXWLRQV�WR�
Australian communities - Communicate to the 
Australian population the power, intelligence and 
productive capabilities of refugees. Celebrate the 
pioneering people, for example, that are doctors or 
engineers ‘who just happen to be refugees’; that we 
are privileged to have determined, resilient people in 
Australia.

7. The media has a responsibility - not to play into the 
hands of the punitive policies and discourse and 
instead provide accountable information.

8. Expand the creative sector - Creative industries have 
a  role in changing public attitudes, enabling people 
to absorb and learn from artistic media. The creative 
sector is dominated by mainly anglo people, with people 
from refugee background often have little access; and 
regularly denied funding. 

9. Increase funded scholarships - People seeking asylum 
need equal access to education at all levels.

10. Target marginal seats and MPs - who are at risk of 
losing their seats. We need to attend the town hall 
meetings, and target our types of language and ideas 
so that we can change the minds of people who 
aren’t on our side. If there were to be a real threat of 
03V�FURVVLQJ�WKH�ÁRRU��UHDO�FKDQJH�FDQ�RFFXU�LQ�WKH�
parliament.

Regional Level 
(regional government bodies, ASEAN, NGOs, regional 
networks)

1. End political limbo - End the illegal offshore detention 
of people on Manus Island and Nauru. 

2. Greater transparency - The public is not provided with 
adequate information on the needs of people on Manus 
Island and Nauru.

3. End child detention - ‘Last resort is being used as 
D�ÀUVW�UHVRUW�·�Australia has an accountability and 
responsibility under the 1951 UN Refugee Convention. 
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4. Community detention - is still a form of imprisonment 
where people are put in society living in limbo and 
uncertainty. There may be physical freedom but no 
access to employment or education. 

5. Global momentum of engaging with young 
people - This needs to be more than a trend. True 
commitment needs to be shown by institutionalising 
youth engagement at the UN, in organisations and 
by government bodies at all levels by and not just not 
E\�\RXWK�VSHFLÀF�RUJDQLVDWLRQV��7KH\�FDQ�UHÁHFW�WKHLU�
commitment to youth engagement and participation, 
clearly in mission statements, strategies and clearly 
stated actions. 

6. Build and create more viable opportunities and 
solutions - Finding regional solutions for  people in a 
VWDWH�RI��WUDQVLW�RU�LQ�ÀQDO�FRXQWU\�RI�GHVWLQDWLRQ�

7. Increased regional engagement and dialogues  
- The large movements of people around the region 
need common solutions based on  sustainable 
approaches  that address the root causes of movement, 
make refugee journeys safer, create opportunities for 
those in transit and offer protection alternatives for 
WKRVH�ÁHHLQJ�DQG�SXWWLQJ�WKHLU�OLYHV�DW�ULVN�

8. Responsibility sharing - Australian resettlement 
cannot be the only viable solution, so Australia needs 
to engage more with countries in the region that are 
hosting a large number refugees and have been hosting 
them for a long time, such as Indonesia and Malaysia. 

9. Sharing good policies and experiences - Australia has 
a very important role to play in sharing knowledge and 
best practices around across the region with countries 
LQ�WKH�$VLD�3DFLÀF�UHJLRQ�

10. End mandatory detention - Arbitrary detention and 
temporary residence are not effective solutions, 
especially for women and children.

11. )DPLO\�UHXQLÀFDWLRQ - Regional engagement needs 
to be increased to commit to a strong commitment 
towards family reunion.

International Level
(UN General Assembly, States, UNHCR, Global Compact 
process, IOM, international NGOs and academic networks , 
and internationalised domestic recommendations). 

1. Improve response and prevention of violence against 
refugee women - in their host countries, in transit, in 
camps and in resettlement. 

2. Address multiple forms of gendered discrimination 
- sexual abuse, rape, torture of women and protection 
DV�WKH\�DUH�PRVW�RIWHQ�WKH�WDUJHW�LQ�FRQÁLFW�DQG�ZDU�
situations. 

3. Institutionalise youth engagement - Global 
momentum has shifted to include youth, but it isn’t 
sustainable if you are just following a trend. There 
LV�D�VWURQJ�QHHG�WR�UHÁHFW��LQ�PLVVLRQ�VWDWHPHQWV��
in strategies, etc) clear commitments to youth 
engagement.

4. Desire for change - that results in global leaders 
ÀQGLQJ�SROLWLFDO�VROXWLRQV�WR�HQG�VXIIHULQJV�DQG�SUHYHQW�
crisis, and to uphold international laws on which they 
have committed to. 

5. Strengthen humanitarian response - We have 
an architecture for refugee response; we need to 
VLJQLÀFDQWO\�VWUHQJWKHQ�KXPDQLWDULDQ�UHVSRQVHV�

6. International peacebuilding - More reform is needed to 
GHDO�ZLWK�VROXWLRQV�IRU�SHDFH�DQG�FRQÁLFW�LVVXHV�

7. Global community - commit to and build sustainable 
peace.

8. Improve the standard of education in displaced 
settings - by making educational standards more 
in line with countries of likely resettlement and by 
formulating education policy that may assist with the 
standardisation of education in refugee camps and 
urban settings.

9. Move away from dependence on international aid 
towards capacity building - People from refugee 
backgrounds need to be supported with skills 
building, training and language support to provide for 
themselves, and take on leadership roles within and 
outside their communities.
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Reflections from Participants

“ The last two days have been an amazing 
experience. I came to Australia as a refugee 
in 1995 and have worked my life to help 
refugees. To see this crowd come together 
to collaborate and work with each other on 
improving policy, practice and public support 
LV�DPD]LQJ�DQG�,�GRQ·W�KDYH�DQ\�RWKHU�ZRUG�
for it.”

“ I would like to thank everyone here. I am 
,UDTL�DQG�,�FDPH�KHUH�DV�D�UHIXJHH��,�FDQ·W�JR�
anywhere and Australia is now my country. 
I managed to sponsor my family in the last 
two years and I sponsored twenty three 
members from my family come here as 
refugees. I think they are lucky to come here 
and I want to thank everyone that advocates 
for refugees.”

“ I feel really lucky to be here and I’m really 
speechless. I have learned a lot here. I can 
see how I can contribute for the people from 
my community. I really get inspiration from 
all of you. I’m really happy to be here and it’s 
a place where positive people are sharing 
their positive energy, but what I want to know 
is how we can spread this positivity to other 
people that are facing blackout from the 
media and from other sources. I think it’s all 
of our responsibilities to spread with other 
people that refugees are not the problem, 
they are people. We need to treat people 
with care and dignity.”

´�,·P�VXUSULVHG�WR�VHH�KRZ�$XVWUDOLDQ�SHRSOH�
and refugees living in Australia have all 
ZHOFRPHG�PH��EHFDXVH�,·P�YHU\�VRUU\�WR�
say that I had a bad impression of Australia 
when I had my visa application rejected. But 
being here I got another image of Australia.”

“ If I had all the money in the world, I would 
pay the people that have spoken here, to 
travel Australia and tell your story. Because 
you cannot demonise people you can 
empathise with..”

“There were many highlights of the 
conference, in particular hearing from 
VSHDNHUV�ZKR�KDYH�ZDONHG�D�GLIÀFXOW�SDWK�
DQG�FRQWLQXH�WR�ÀQG�ZD\V�WR�RYHUFRPH�
REVWDFOHV��2QH�RI�WKH�VLJQLÀFDQW�WDNHDZD\V�
was the change in language: from referring 
WR�SHRSOH�DV�D�¶UHIXJHH·�RU�¶DV\OXP�VHHNHU·�
WR�WKDW�RI�D�¶SHUVRQ�VHHNLQJ�UHIXJH·��,�
do believe that this is an important step 
towards changing the conversation, one that 
immediately moves away from the practice 
of labelling people with terms that have 
many attributes of nonsense. This shift to 
what people need as opposed to a label that 
misrecognises their humanness focuses the 
conversation on what is important.”

“It was great to see such a range of people 
with refugee lived experience speaking about 
their own issues in their own voice.”

“The Conference has been a great platform to 
bring people together and amplify our voices, 
showcase the strength and perseverance 
that people bring with them, and increase our 
unity and solidarity at the same time.”
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 “We are all part of a jigsaw puzzle  
and all of us have to be better at  

putting the jigsaw puzzle together  
to foster relationships and build on  
strengths of refugee communities.” 

- Jasmina Bajraktarevic
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