
 



 

2 

CONTENTS 
 

Plenary and Keynote ................................................................................................................................................ 4	

Plenary 1: Global Refugee Policy .............................................................................................................................. 6	

Plenary 2:  Australia and Regional Policy ................................................................................................................. 8	

Telling it how it is: youth perspectives on good practice ........................................................................................ 10	

Asylum Seekers in the Community ......................................................................................................................... 12	

When push comes to shove: deconstructing drivers of forced migration .................................................................... 14	

Refugee women fight for justice: advocacy from the grassroots to the UN ............................................................ 17	

Australia’s future: the professional necessity for migrant and refugee authorship in creative industries .............. 19	

Strengthening Regional Protection: Perspectives on Opportunity and Challenges ................................................ 21	

Wellbeing (mental health) and resilience ............................................................................................................... 23	

The Power of Storytelling ....................................................................................................................................... 25	

How do we create change? Exploring different approaches ................................................................................... 26	

Futuring Education for a Changing World: Challenges, Innovation and Opportunities .......................................... 28	

Resourceful and resilient: strength-based resettlement ....................................................................................... 30	

Achieving unity in diversity .................................................................................................................................... 32	

Plenary 3:  Towards the Global Compact ................................................................................................................ 34	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Conference Report produced by Charlotte Bell 



 

3 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Action at all those levels  
[local, regional, international]  
is going to bring the tipping  

point of change that  
we need right now. 

Lilianne Fann 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This detailed report of the Conference sessions can be read in conjunction with the  
Summary of the Conference Outcomes available at: https://refugeealternatives.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2015/04/RCOA-2017-Conference-outcome-report.pdf  
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Plenary and Keynote 
Jane McAdam: Scientia Professor of Law and Director, 
Andrew & Renata Kaldor Centre for International Refugee 
Law at UNSW Sydney  
Phil Glendenning: President, Refugee Council of Australia  
Linda Bartolomei: Former Director, Centre for Refugee 
Research, UNSW Sydney 
Om Dhungel: Westpac Social Change Fellow  
Mahir Momand: CEO, Thrive Refugee Enterprise 
 

 
 

Currently there is an underutilisation 
of people with lived experience who 
can provide input to service delivery, 
research, and policy input, working 
together across sectors. I believe 
Australia can lead the way in moving 
from a needs-based approach to a 
strengths-based approach in refugee 
settlement. Globally, we need to 
drive a paradigm shift to change the 
long term debate on refugees from 
sharing the burden to sharing the 
opportunity. 

Om Dhungel 

 

 
Acknowledgement of Country  
Darlene Hoskins McKenzie, on behalf of the Aboriginal 
elders of the Bidjigal clan of the greater Murra nation, 
warmly welcomed all local and overseas participants to the 
Conference. Her Acknowledgement of Country highlighted 
the rich diversity of the participants and audience members 
and embraced the forthcoming discussions on issues that 
are important to all of humanity. 
“We are all human and we all have something good to give 
each other.” Darlene reminded participants of the 
underlying parallel between the violence and cruelty 
perpetrated on Australia’s First Nation peoples, that is 
again reflected on those that are last to arrive: refugees 
and asylum seekers. 

Conference outcomes to inform the UN Global 
Compacts  
Linda Bartolomei, former Director of the Centre for Refugee 
Research, reminded people of UNSW's impactful and active 
history in collaboration with the sector, and cutting-edge 
research on refugees and migration and reminding 
participants the Conference provides an opportunity in 
creating pathways for these ideas to feed into well-
reasoned, evidence-based policy. 
Following the New York Summit and the United Nations 
New York Declaration, governments have adopted two 
Global Compacts in 20181: one on refugee and the other 
on safe, orderly and regular migration. The Conference 
presented a major policy opportunity for the emerging 
discussions and deliberations to contribute to the 
development of the 2018 UN Global Compacts on 
Refugees and Migration. The Conference involved many 
individuals and organisations who offer their input into the 
development of this document, on issues ranging from an 
end to child detention, to the protection of women and 
girls. In addition, on regional and local levels, many 
Conference participants will be focused on seeking to 
enhance and improve Australian policies and service 
provision. 
 
 

                                                                    
 
1 As part of the follow up to the 2016 New York Declaration, the High 
Commissioner for Refugees will propose a Global Compact on Refugees in 
his annual report to the General Assembly in 2018. UNHCR envisages that 
the Global Compact on Refugees will comprise two complementary parts: (1) 
The Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework, as agreed by Member 
States in Annex I to the New York Declaration, supplemented by preamble 
and concluding paragraphs; (2) A Programme of Action underpinning the 
Framework that sets out actions that can be taken—both by Member States 
and by other relevant stakeholders—to ensure its full implementation. 



 

5 

Thrive Refugee Enterprise 
Mahir Momand’s experience gave audience members an 
insight into how the journey of a refugee is actually shaped 
and lived. With two-thirds of Thrive Refugee Enterprise’s 
CEO Mahir Momand’s life spent as a refugee, he knows 
how hard it is to come to a new country, start from scratch 
and develop human connections, social connections and 
economic connections in a new country. Thrive uses 
microfinance as a tool to develop local economies at 
grassroot levels; and works by establishing people from 
refugee backgrounds to become financially independent 
and economically active and integrated into the Australian 
community. Thrive Refugee Enterprise supports people 
from refugee and asylum seeking backgrounds through: 
1. Delivering education and support to people from 

refugee backgrounds to understand the Australian 
market and build on their untapped potential. 

2. Providing microfinance loans, giving the opportunity to 
start and grow businesses. Thrive provides short term 
loans and offers business mentoring.  

3. Developing a credit history to mainstream banking 
institutions for a range of loans such as insurance, 
businesses or mortgages.  

Launch of RCAN: a joint advocacy and policy 
input network led by refugee community 
members 
The Refugee Communities Advocacy Network (RCAN) was 
officially launched by Dr Munjed Al Muderis. RCAN is a 
network led by refugee community members that aims to 
amplify refugees' voices in policy and public debates. The 
members of RCAN are people from refugee backgrounds 
including groups and individuals, former and current 
refugees, humanitarian entrants and people seeking 
asylum. RCAN has been initiated on a foundation of 
strength where the refugee communities come together to 
plan joint advocacy to inform improved policy outcomes. 

 
What are the alternatives? 
Local recommendations  
• Identify existing and additional strengths of people 

from refugee backgrounds such as perseverance and 
resilience, to move from a needs-based approach to 
strengths-based approach.  

• Australian government and service providers 
encouraged to work within a strengths-based 
framework which identifies and defines people from 
refugee backgrounds by their strengths. This approach 
requires people with lived refugee experience to be at 
the centre of this shift. 

Regional Recommendations 
• Work closely with regional networks in Asia to support 

people displaced within their region. 
International Recommendations 
• Inform the process leading up to the 2018 UN Global 

Compacts with clear suggestions and 
recommendations. 

• Drive a global paradigm shift to change the debate 
from “sharing the burden” to “sharing the 
opportunities”. 

• Proactive approach that addresses the root causes of 
displacement to understand and stop displacement 
from happening at all. 

 
 
 

The refugee communities 
themselves and the people with lived 
experience must be at the heart of 
that, they must be the subject of the 
process not the object of someone 
else's good intentions. They're not 
here just to tell their stories. 

Phil Glendenning 
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Plenary 1: 
Global Refugee Policy 
Moderator  
Paul Power: CEO, Refugee Council of Australia 
Keynote Speakers 
Yiombi Thona: Chair, Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Network 
Jennifer Hyndman: Director, Refugee Studies Centre, York 
Thomas Albrecht: Regional Representative, United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 
Canberra 

 
 

I ask you: are we in a refugee crisis 
era, or are we in a responsibility 
crisis era? 

Yiombi Thona 

 
 
Panelists brought extensive knowledge and expertise to 
discuss global refugee policy in a time of stark contrasts; of 
heightened crisis and change. The session revolved around 
the hope and promise of the New York Declaration, a more 
equitable distribution of responsibility, showing vigilance in 
times of instability and discussions of repercussions of 
Australia’s punitive policy.  

 
 

Refugees usually give back far more 
over time than was invested in their 
initial settlement support in the host 
country. 

Thomas Albrecht 

 
 

 
 
Highlights and Emerging Ideas 
Opportunities for unity and positive action 
• Strategies that involve continuing to oppose negative 

policies but also finding areas to make a positive 
difference. 

• Unprecedented nationalism and empathy exists in 
parallel and this is evident in the face of rising 
xenophobia, fear of border security and political 
debates. Instead, what is needed is vigilance in times 
of instability involves acknowledging shared humanity 
and collective commitment through dedicated efforts 
to enhance protection, and demonstrations of a 
welcome humanitarian approach. 

• Greater support from civil society in Australia and the 
Asia-Pacific region to support the movement of people. 

• Australia must share its experience in resettlement 
with other countries in the region. 

• Reset public narratives from the cost of providing 
protection to the capacity people bring as contributing 
members of society, entrepreneurial spirit, ability to 
revitalise communities and economies in sparsely 
populated areas. 

Enhancing global protection 
• Placing the protection of people seeking asylum at the 

centre of response and turning fear into hope and 
opportunity. 

• The New York Declaration represents a revival of 
multilateralism to overcome protectionism and has 
been heralded as a truly remarkable achievement in 
today’s complex, retrogressive climate. It was a 
refreshing surprise and relief when the international 
community sent a strong signal that the world cares 
about refugees. 

• Through the New York Declaration, states called for an 
easing of the pressures on host countries, expanding 
host country solutions, allow safe passage, voluntary 
and dignified returns, and profound solidarity for those 
forced to flee and countries that protect them and 
recognises we have a global duty of care. It presents 
collective engagement as key to upholding the 
principles and values we hold most dear and 
formalising a new way of working. 

• The New York Declaration is also accompanied by the 
Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF) 
which contains measures and steps that States, in 
collaboration with other actors, would put in place to 
respond to large movements of refugees.  

• One of the key elements of the CRRF is the “whole of 
society” approach which involves a wide net of actors, 
and most importantly, refugees themselves, coming 
together to improve responses to the large global 
movement of people.  
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Resettlement as a strategy 
• Resettlement can be considered a strategy for 

creating protection spaces for people seeking asylum 
to have greater security, stability and choices. 

• Canada’s unique private sponsorship model2 involves 
citizens agreeing to support a family of individual 
refugees for a period of time. 

• The “three ducks in a row” thesis involves using this 
model under the conditions of strong government 
leadership, positive media messaging, and civil society 
mobilization. 

What are the alternatives? 

Local Recommendations 
• Mobilising educational institutions - utilise the 

pivotal role universities can play in the integration 
and/or sponsoring of students from refugee 
backgrounds for enrolled students to offer a partial 
tuition per semester.  

• Challenge the normative cast of images -  by 
governments and give more airtime to refugees to tell 
their story and reframe the public image. 

• Commitment to values of activism -  and shared 
responsibilities within Australian civil society to 
highlight the human face of refugees and recast 
narratives by highlighting positives as well as disputing 
negatives. 

• Tackle employment challenges - acknowledge and 
work to support people living on TPV, SHEV and other 
visas that are earning less than Australian 
counterparts by implementing accessible education 
schemes and employment support.  

• Explore creative channels - By offering hope and 
creative means such as art collectives made up of 
local Australians and people with lived refugee 
experience.  

                                                                    
 
2 Guide to Canada’s Private Sponsorship of Refugees Program- 
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/publications/ref-sponsor/section-
2.asp#a2.2 

Regional Recommendations 
• Strengthen the currently problematic regional 

protection -  for countries across Asia and the Pacific 
that are not part of the Geneva Refugee Convention 
and Protocol. APPRN’s network is working across the 
most populated zone for forced migrants in almost 28 
countries in Asia Pacific.  

• Provide regional training and support - Australian 
government and citizens to support and mobilise civil 
society in Asia and the Pacific through human rights 
training.  

• Canadian Resettlement as a strategy -  explore the 
mobilising of civil society similar to Canada’s private 
sponsorship, where a group of five citizens sign on and 
contract to support refugees, a single person or more 
for one year.  

International Recommendations 
• Create stronger links with forced migration 

research field -  to collaboratively join efforts that 
inform UNHCR’s lead of the Comprehensive Refugee 
Response Framework (CRRF)3.  

• Research for a strong evidence base of displacement 
related to climate change -  and its adverse effects 
such as exacerbating conflicts for input into the 
development of the 2018 Global Compact on 
Migration.  

• Involvement of civil society and advocates  
-  around the world have a tremendous opportunity to 
influence the UN Global Compacts, and to reshape the 
futures of refugees around the world. 

• Foster global solidarity -  to prevent slippages away 
from international cooperation. 

 

                                                                    
 
3 Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework- The New York Declaration 
calls upon UNHCR to develop and initiate the application of the 
Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF) in particular 
situations, in close coordination with relevant States, other UN agencies and 
stakeholders. The CRRF specifies key elements for a comprehensive 
response to any large movement of refugees. These include rapid and well-
supported reception and admissions; support for immediate and ongoing 
needs (e.g. protection, health, education); assistance for local and national 
institutions and communities receiving refugees; and expanded 
opportunities for solutions. 
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Plenary 2:  
Australia and Regional 
Policy 
Moderator  
Lilianne Fan: International Director and Co-Founder, 
Geutanyoë Foundation 
Keynote Speakers 
Gillian Triggs: President, Australian Human Rights 
Commission  
Munjed Al Muderis Associate: Professor and Orthopaedic 
Surgeon 
Corinne Prince-St-Amand: Director General for Integration 
Branch and Foreign Credentials Referral Office, 
Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada 

 
 

If we took refugees, get them to 
Australia, send them on a plane 
straight away to Harvard University, 
give them full education, and bring 
them back as professors, believe me, 
we would be spending less money 
than we are doing now. 

Munjed Al Muderis 

 
 
The session discussed the need to propose realistic 
alternatives to offshore detention; the need for regional 
cooperation in Asia Pacific region; and the need for people 
from refugee backgrounds to be given platforms to 
contribute and participate at all stages of the refugee 
journey. 

Highlights and Emerging Ideas  
The current figures 
• At the beginning of this year, there were 1,364 adults, 

including 2 children, in closed immigration detention 
in Australia. There are 566 including 234 children in 
community detention. Of those in closed detention, 
451 have had their visas cancelled on character 
grounds; the rising number of detentions as a matter 
of fact lies in this area of subjective discretion of the 
minister, non-compellable and non-reviewable for 
practical purposes, to cancel visas on so-called 
character grounds. 415 are asylum seekers who 
arrived by boat without a visa, and 498 are detained 
for reasons such as overstaying.  

 
 
 
• The average length of detention is a year and four or 

five months, but many have been detained for some 
years. In February this year there were 861 adult 
males on Manus, of which 700 have refugee status, 
and 225 have been denied that recognition. And as 
you'll all know, the Papua New Guinea Supreme Court 
in April last year found unanimously that their 
detention was unlawful, ordering the centres to be 
closed immediately. 

• There are currently 340 men and women and 45 
children on Nauru, were approximately 1000 of them 
have been granted refugee status and 200 have been 
refused across the island as a whole. In addition to 
hell detentions, and this is really about the future, 
there are nearly 31 thousand people living in Australia 
ignominiously and I think politically demeaningly 
described as a ‘legacy caseload’, who remain in 
Australia. 16,000 of them have not yet applied for 
protection, for very particular reasons, and about 
10,000 have applied but their claims have not yet 
been finalised.  

• The fast-track processes in Australia are denying 
people refugee status. Our neighbours in Papua New 
Guinea and Nauru who are applying basically a rule-of-
law process are achieving 80 to 85% acceptance of 
refugee status. Yet in Australia, our process is leaving 
us with these heart-breaking results.  

Solutions for Australian and Regional Detention  
• The Australian Human Rights Commission contributes 

to national debate by focussing on the plight of 
children in indefinite detention, whether in mainland 
Australian detention centres, Christmas Island, or the 
offshore facilities on Nauru and Manus Island. The 
Australian Human Rights Commission conducts 
monitoring of detention centres, deals with individual 
complaints alleging arbitrary detention, reporting to 
parliament, and conduct inquiries on the President’s 
initiative. 

• Flight by sea is increasingly common, and poses 
unacceptable risks to people fleeing persecution, and 
better responses must be found. 

Changing public perceptions 
• Showing differing views such as the legal and ethical 

dimensions of using the lives of families, children and 
young men to enforce a policy of deterrence. 

• In Canada, the Public Sponsorship Model is supporting 
refugees from the point of selection, where they are 
provided with full financial support until they get their 
citizenship and are settled. 
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In the fourth day of my journey, I was 
taken by the federal police to 
intercept another boat, and that was 
the first time where I saw true 
human kindness in Australia. And it 
made me really who I am to be 
honest. We were on two barges, the 
Tasmanian deputy with one head 
and the captain were on one boat 
and I was with another official on 
another barge. And this guy had 
never met me before, he didn't care 
who I was, and he looked at me as a 
human being. And he asked me the 
question, he said "When was the last 
time you spoke to your family?" And I 
said "Just before we left Jakarta", he 
said "So your mum doesn't know if 
you're alive or dead?" and I said "no." 
So he said "sit on the ground, I'm 
gonna break the law". He was an 
officer and he said "What I'm doing I 
might lose my job as a result of it, 
and don’t you dare tell anyone." He 
pulled out a cell phone from his 
pocket and he said "Dial the number, 
call your mum and tell her that 
you’re safe." And every time I tell that 
story my eyes go to tears, because 
you know he didn’t have to do that. 
And thanks to him, I managed to 
speak to my mum, and I was one 
lucky person out of all the people 
with me in the detention centre who 
their family hadn't heard from for 
months and years, some of them. So 
thanks to this person. And I wish one 
day I would see him myself and 
thank him. But that taught me a very 
big lesson about human kindness. 
Believe me, if you have a chance to 
help another person, do it, because 
you may never get that opportunity 
to do it again. 

Munjed Al Muderis 

 

 

What are the alternatives? 
Local recommendations 
• Settlement Visa Rights -  imperative that we allow 

people to work and contribute, then they will more 
likely be accepted in society and less likely to resort to 
engaging in underpaid or dangerous work. 

• Commitment to implement a private sponsorship 
model - develop and implement a private sponsorship 
model tailored to the Australian context to offer 
refugees full and inclusive community support. 

• Strategy for flight by sea -  offer a realistic alternative 
and limited regular pathways. 

Regional recommendations  
• Create spaces for regional engagement -  currently 

few effective mechanisms for cooperation on refugee 
protection issues amongst states in the Asia Pacific 
region. 

• Strengthen regional coherence - Asia Pacific is the 
only region in the world that doesn't have a regional 
human rights commission or court, regional treaties on 
these issues, and many countries within the Asia 
Pacific region have not ratified the major human rights 
treaties.  

• Effective regional responses to protection issues  
-  there is limited cooperation between states in Asia 
Pacific. Instead of impugning other nation’s 
sovereignty in the region, Australia needs to engage in 
effective regional protection responses. 

• Increase resettlement - expansion of options for 
people seeking asylum and particularly vulnerable 
groups with particular scope to increase the size of our 
resettlement program in response to global needs. 

• Create harmonised processes in the region -  we 
need building blocks for further cooperation such as 
regional centres where people could be picked up 
safely and brought to health, identity and other checks 
conducted, and then come to solutions as a 
collaborative region. 

• Increased aid budgets -  to support other countries in 
the region to improve visa processes.  

• Focusing on statelessness -  by lobbying for the 
development of strategies to resolve statelessness in 
the Asia-Pacific region. 

International Recommendations 
• Implement private sponsorship model -  looking at 

supportive models such as Canada’s that provides 
employment-related supports, community workers, 
settlement workers in schools, free transport to and 
free childcare at language classes, and translators 
present to help refugees learn.  

• Protection during migration -  there are very limited 
avenues to apply for visas. Brazil has established a 
temporary visa program with a brief initial assessment, 
then approval for a visa to a host country in a safe and 
legal way, then an assessment for refugee status. It is 
a way of avoiding dangerous journeys. 

• Documentation for vulnerable people -  many people 
that identify as LGBTI are often not admitted in their 
country of origin with their sexual orientation, so are 
unlikely to obtain their birth certificates, marriage 
certificates, or paper demonstrating their sexual 
status.  
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Telling it how it is: youth 
perspectives on good 
practice 
Moderator  
Tina Dixson: Refugee Advocate, Refugee Advice and 
Casework Service (RACS) 
Speakers  
Grace Edwards: Youth representative, QLD  
Cece Hylton-Dei: Youth representative, SA  
Arif Hazara: Youth delegate; Global Refugee Youth 
Consultations and UNHCR-NGO consultations  
Simon Shahin: Youth representative, NSW 

 
 

From an epistemological 
perspective, young people’s stories 
are always told on their behalf. 
Today we are going to listen to them 
and to learn from them. 

Tina Dixson 

 
 
Young people from refugee backgrounds bring indisputable 
knowledge, expertise and decision-making capacity on the 
issues affecting their lives, yet often their needs go 
unaddressed and their suggestions overlooked. This 
energetic session enabled the audience to clearly listen to 
the voices of young people who used the opportunity well, 
dispelling commonly held myths surrounding young 
people’s agency and capacities. The speakers expressed 
their desires for engagement that is meaningful and 
purposeful to them, and emerged with key alternatives for 
practice and policy. Their shared perspectives’ of their 
settlement journeys, their desires and the challenges they 
face will lead to better informed practice.  
The speakers offered a constructive critique of current 
approaches to youth participation and settlement services. 
The speakers facilitated important discussion of the 
obstacles that young people face and the additional and 
complex barriers in attaining the support they need. The 
panelists expressed their desire to highlight the 
intersectional disadvantage and often hidden experiences 
of young people identifying as LGBTI and young people with 
disabilities.  

 
 
 
Highlights and Emerging Ideas 
Institutionalise Genuine Youth Participation 

 
 

We need to look beyond 
development and we try to find 
avenues where young people are 
given opportunities to actually lead 
initiatives. 

Arif Hazara 

 
 
From their lived experiences, young people expressed that 
they feel as though they “have a lot to say, but they don’t 
have the platform or don’t know where to go to find a 
platform, to raise their voices and stand up”. Efforts for 
youth participation need to move beyond those that are 
merely informed by young people, towards creation of 
pathways where young people are entrusted as active 
collaborators, rather than simply passive recipients: the 
targets of projects they have little input in. Youth programs 
need to lead to partnership and eventually ownership, 
rather than undermined or discriminated against because 
of their age.  
Collusion between organisations  
Panelists expressed their desire to see more dialogue and 
collaboration amongst service providers as they shared 
their personal experiences with the lack of communication 
and cooperation between mainstream and settlement 
services. They noted that competition between services is 
harmful but acknowledged it is difficulty to overcome as 
most face severe funding constraints. The session 
highlighted the need for organisations to look at how to 
seek out spaces to nurture relationships, development and 
communication channels.  

 
 

Mental health, sexual health, 
disabilities….all of that is not really 
being addressed in refugee 
communities. I think that is where it 
needs to start. 

Grace Edwards 
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What are the alternatives? 
Local Recommendations  
• Institutionalise youth development and 

participation - involve young people from refugee 
backgrounds in forums, advisory roles and 
committees. Organisations and service providers need 
structural changes, such as strong commitment to 
youth participation in mission statements and policy 
frameworks, targeted youth strategies, and clear 
objectives included in 5-10 year organisational plans.  

• Best practice in service provision with young people 
-  “Young people are experts in what they are going 
through” and need to be continually and thoroughly 
consulted to understand their community, parental 
relationships and technology usage. 

• Family and intergenerational support -  services 
need to create safe spaces for dialogue and 
experience sharing between parents and young 
people. These conversations can occur through 
separate services that support and refer back to each 
other, through intergenerational knowledge sharing 
Conferences, and forums allowing parents and young 
people to be simultaneously engaged and bridge gaps.  

• Understanding trauma of lived experiences -  focus 
needs to be placed on young people’s experiences 
and successful settlement to understand the efforts of 
trauma. It is crucial that young people have spaces for 
integration into their own and outside community to 
gain support.  

• Expansion of extra-curricular activities - moving 
beyond educational and employment indicators, as 
“it’s important to have fun”. 

• Smart use of  technology -  there are many apps to 
assist people get oriented. The problems can be 
addressed electronically and with communication. 

• Supportive internships -  acknowledgement that 
internships require much patience and investment 
from the young people from refugee backgrounds, as 
they often have a lot of responsibilities within their 
communities. 

 
Regional Recommendations  
• Youth participation forums -  institutionalise regional 

level channels for communication to amplify the voices 
of young people from refugee backgrounds around the 
region.  

• Sharing good practice around youth participation -  
is crucial for development and more sustainable 
engagement; greater communication between 
organisations will spread good practice.  

International Recommendations  
• Youth-driven initiatives and efforts -  needs to be 

made to understand the broad range and complexity 
of needs that are particular to youth – disability, 
sexual identity, LGBTI issues – these need to be 
addressed with greater sensitivity and nuance. 

• Development of a LGBTI refugee youth network -  “If 
they experience intersectional disadvantage, the 
complexity of their needs means they are rarely 
addressed.”  
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Asylum Seekers in the 
Community 
Moderator  
Shukufa Tahiri: Policy Assistant, Refugee Council of 
Australia  
Speakers  
Yvette Aiello: Clinical Psychologist, NSW Service for the 
Treatment and Rehabilitation of Torture and Trauma 
Survivors (STARTTS)  
Vicki Mau: National Manager of Migration Support 
Programs, Australian Red Cross  
Tanya Jackson-Vaughn: Executive Director, Refugee 
Advice and Casework Service (RACS) 
From a range of mental health, community service 
perspectives and clinical impact of the policies, the session 
confronted key themes surrounding issues of The Fast 
Track Assessment process4 ; Community Proposal Pilot; 
double negative respondents; suicide prevention strategies 
that involve the whole community and sector; and how to 
support affected family members. The role of non-mental 
health workers and advocates in supporting people seeking 
asylum during this vulnerable time, was also explored 
alongside considerations of vicarious trauma and self-care. 
This outcome-driven session determined multi-sectoral 
strategies for protecting the mental health of people 
seeking asylum, their families, communities and the 
service providers providing support to navigate these 
processes. This session explored the impacts of current 
processing regimes and the implementation of current, 
complex and extensive asylum seeker policies on health 
and well-being for asylum seekers in the community.  

                                                                    
 
4 The Fast Track Assessment process- the Australian government 
introduced new laws for the processing of protection claims of people who 
arrived in Australia by boat without a visa between 13 August 2012 and 1 
January 2014, have never been taken to a Regional Processing Centre, and 
lodge a temporary protection visa application on or after 18 April 2015. 

 
 

Who are people seeking asylum? We 
hear stories of suffering, hardship, the 
echoes of torture, persecution, 
dangerous border crossing, camp stays, 
slums and life on the margins. Those 
with lived experience tell of 
unimaginable boat journeys, the 
isolation of detention, and the 
challenges in the community of finding 
housing, finding connections, and 
finding the time, services and support to 
heal and recover. We also hear amazing 
stories of success. We hear about 
surgeons rebuilding our people, 
volunteers rebuilding our communities, 
and we hear about families rebuilding 
our regional areas. We hear stories of 
survival despite the challenges, and we 
note the resilience, despite a lot of the 
despair. 

Vicki Mau 

 
 

Highlights and Emerging Ideas 
 
Detrimental Policies that give rise to prolonged periods of 
uncertainty 
“The dilemma of finding home never ends. It cripples me. 
And for that I am bitter”  

Anonymous person seeking asylum 
 
Languishing in a legal limbo: the repercussions of the 
current policies 
“Having a lawyer who can help a person seeking asylum 
present their case properly with a primary or merits 
decision maker is fundamentally important. It can mean 
the difference between life and death.”  

Tanya Jackson-Vaughn 
 
The socio-political context that is inducing suicidality 
“The temporary protection visa policies perceived by a lot 
of people seeking asylum as a slow form of torture. They’ve 
come to Australia trying to find safety, and they’ve come to 
Australia as a country to protect them, but actually they 
see Australia as deliberately causing more harm through 
these policies.”  

Yvette Aiello 
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• Too many people seeking asylum and protection are 

driven to contemplating self-harm; they do not 
remember why they even fled; they are experiencing 
extreme mental deterioration as a result of 
government policies that delay asylum process. 

• People seeking asylum are experiencing desperation 
and frustration on a day to day basis. Research from 
STARTTS shows that sustained higher daily stress 
leads to poorer resettlement outcomes. 

• Suicide needs to be understood as an overall and 
ultimate expression of distress. 

• Individuals aren’t allowed to work, they’re not allowed 
to study, they have limited or no financial support and 
it creates a very precarious situations and essentially 
their lives are on hold. They’re unable to take any 
steps towards achieving any ordinary life goals you 
know, marriage, children, study, work. This in turn 
creates this loss of self-agency and it undermines 
people’s self-confidence. There’s a loss of control of 
predictability in their lives and this leads to feelings of 
hopelessness and helplessness and over time that 
loss of goal attainment or achievement can play havoc 
on people’s psychology and their mood.  

 
Self-care for service providers and advocates 

 
 

It's so important to make sure we’re 
not falling into despair and 
despondency as well because hope 
is probably one of the most 
important things- we need to have it, 
they need to have it to keep going. 

Yvette Aiello 

 
 
• Political and circumstantial parameters are working 

against people seeking asylum, and they’re also 
working against workers. Workers in this area mirror 
the feelings of hopelessness; anger; despondency; 
guilt; and shame.  

• There is a need to address this vicarious trauma and 
the impact on workers. 

• Vicarious trauma is experienced by immigration 
services being simultaneously traumatised and 
desensitised when hearing the same continuous 
evidence of people’s suffering. 

What are the alternatives? 
Local recommendations 

 
 

Someone should not have to be 
exceptional to be welcomed to 
Australia. 
 

 
• End to exclusionary policymaking - Bring an 

immediate end to the DIBP’s ‘fast track’ policy and an 
end to discrimination for people seeking asylum based 
on their mode of arrival. 

• Desperate need for more legal assistance - more 
funded lawyers decrease the reliance and 
expectations of voluntary lawyers, and in turn, provide 
the more life-changing legal assistance for people 
seeking asylum.  

• Invest in interpreting services - currently no funding 
exists for interpreters for people seeking asylum. RACS 
has an extensive log of people waiting for assistance 
they are unable to communicate with or offer support 
to as a result. 

• Multi-sectoral strategies and approaches -  address 
the multiple challenges people seeking asylum are 
facing through collaboration in all areas of legal, 
health, family and financial support. You can’t just be 
doing one or the other. 

• Increased community engagement -  There is a clear 
and strong link between mental health, physical health 
and community engagement. Government and non-
government services need to work closely with 
community leader to express their roles as assistive 
and empowering services, as well as gaining access to 
members of communities who are at risk and to 
generate understanding of community issues and 
needs.  

• Building capacity through mentoring -  through 
increased community engagement and public support, 
growing community partnerships and mobilising 
volunteers, more people can be resourced and 
assisted to know how to respond to distress within 
their community.  

• Unlikely partnerships -  One of the greatest strengths 
in the wake of budget cuts has been the assistance of 
unlikely partners, such as corporate partners. 

• Self care for service providers -  Be authentic and 
realistic- about roles and limitations. Avoid becoming 
burnt out and invest in self-care.  
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When push comes to shove: 
deconstructing drivers 
of forced migration 
Moderator  
Susanne Schmeidl: Forced Migration Research Network, 
UNSW Sydney  
Speakers  
Ahmad Shuja: Afghanistan research associate, Human 
Rights Watch  
Ajak Kwai: South Sudanese Artist  
Maria (Jaluit) Thalfang:  South Sudanese community 
member 
In the current political climate, we often forget why people 
leave, focusing on the “pull” factors rather than the “push” 
factors, the fact that many people don’t want to leave their 
homes but are forced out by danger and difficulty. The 
session delved into displacement drivers linked to poor 
governance, violence and conflict, as well as the hidden, 
often multiple internal displacements which occur before 
settlement. Understanding the displacement-chain-effect 
that occurs for people who flee first to neighbouring 
countries until absorption-capacity is reached or 
harassment forces them onwards. With focus on the 
protracted conflict in South Sudan and the generalised 
violence that still occurs in Afghanistan, the session 
improved understanding  of the varying and complex 
reasons that compel people to leave their country, and 
investigated the viable alternatives for people to have 
protection. 

Highlights and Emerging Ideas 
Recognising the complexity and diversity of driving factors  

 
 

There are as many refugee 
experiences and as many driving 
factors as there are refugees. 

Ahmad Shuja 

 
 
• Delving into the waves of displacement with a focus on 

the forced repatriation of hundreds of thousands of 
Afghans from Pakistan.  

• International debate needs to recognise and reflect 
the complexity and diversity of driving factors and look 
into individuals’ personal circumstances rather than 
reproducing generalisations. 

• For people born in refugee camps, then cannot go 
home. Since have never been “there”, and cannot go 
back. In some circumstances, people cannot even get 
citizenship from “home”.  

Addressing root causes of displacement  
 
 

We need more to do to let people 
stay in their home countries, 
because there’s not one country that 
will settle everybody in the world. 

Yvette Aiello 

 
 
• Stated that the international community needs to 

focus more on improving situations in people’s home 
countries, so that they don’t have to leave in the first 
place, rather than arguing about what happens to 
refugees once they’ve left. 

• As to why people leave and that closing borders it not 
going to stop refugee flows, it simply shifts the burden 
until root causes are addressed and compounds 
insecurity. 

• Talked about the importance of recognising the 
complexity and individuality of myriad refugee 
experiences. 

 
Displacement Drivers and the nexus between political, 
social and economic factors  

 
 

You have to ask yourself the 
question if you’re willing to wake up 
every morning and not know whether 
you will come home at night to see 
your family. 

Susanne Schmeidl 

 
 
• International refugee law and policy making needs pay 

greater attention to the many personal circumstances 
that drive displacement to understand more nuanced 
understandings of the refugee journey. 

• Importantly, people not only live in the danger of the 
present, but the danger of the future. The upward 
trend of violence and conflict can drive people out 
before conflict or violence actually reaches them. 
People are forced to make a choice: do you want to 
live like that, or leave?  

• Economic factors can be virtually indistinguishable 
from factors of personal safety in unsafe situations. 
The notions of instability and insecurity can present 
the impossibility of making a livelihood, come down to 
endangering survival, and likewise, if there is war in 
the general region, economic survival may be at 
threat. 
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Understanding the displacement-chain-effect: Internal 
displacement factors  

 
 

It doesn’t matter how hard I work, 
there will always be something that 
reminds me ‘you don’t belong here. 

Maria Thaltang 

 
 
• Multiple movements of internal displacement - 

Trends show there are manifold phases in internal 
displacement, and that people don’t usually move 
once, but often several times within their country of 
origin. The majority of the world’s displaced don’t ever 
leave the country they come from, reflected in the 38 
million internally displaced person. 

• Regional ties -  a small proportion of people actually 
end up resettling to another country, with many 
remaining internally displaced in their country or the 
wider region.  

• Threats for the future - People may be driven away 
from a dangerous country even if the threat is not 
immediately upon them at that given moment, 
because it threatens their future prospects and 
creates a state of precarity. Trends of violence inform 
people’s decision to flee, to avoid the deluge of 
catastrophe that is likely to worsen. 

 
 

People not only live in the present 
danger that is oriented towards them 
at this moment, but also in the 
future. They have families, they have 
children, they are young men and 
women who want to start new 
families. So if you see that there is 
an oncoming threat that is not 
directed at you in this present 
moment, the delusion of violence is 
often enough to drive people out of 
their countries, out of their towns 
and villages, out of their livelihoods, 
and places and countries where they 
have to seek asylum. 

Ahmad Shuja 

 
 

What are the alternatives? 
Local Recommendations  
• Embrace the diaspora as part of the solution -  

People from refugee backgrounds are bearers of 
knowledge and experience that can effect change in 
terms of the root issues that are currently going on 
their country of origin. 

• Civil society has a major role to play - people that 
have lived the refugee experience and people that are 
seeking asylum need to be invited at every opportunity 
so their knowledge and expertise is incorporated at all 
levels of discussion and planning so they have a 
positive impact in their own settlement.  

• Localised solutions -  create partnerships between 
established universities to develop educational 
programs with local capacity building.  

Regional Recommendations  
• Creating a platform to amplify refugee voices -  

more opportunities need to be formed for people with 
lived refugee experience to be paid to travel and share 
their expertise and knowledge, to alter public 
perception of refugees, avoid hostile stereotyping, and 
continually contribute to more nuanced outlooks of 
displacement.  

• Refugee status determination -  needs to look into 
distinguishing individual circumstances and allow for 
economic drivers as well as personal safety drivers to 
be both equally valid reasons for seeking safety and a 
better life. 

• Regional protection -  Supporting people in their 
options for movement, from ways to navigate 
bureaucracy, information on UNHCR pathways and 
visas, even to support in filling out the many forms 
involved in displacement. 

• Abstain from the “race to the bottom” - it is 
important to avoid the unhelpful dynamic  which 
questions who has suffered more, and instead 
recognise that there is widespread violence, and that 
some people are indeed targeted for their identity, 
within a larger ecosystem of violence. 
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International Recommendations  
• Strengthen language in international declarations 

and agreements - the  international community needs 
to show solidarity with displaced people by supporting 
strengthened language in international documents 
allow for conflict and generalised violence. The 
attention and focus of the international community 
needs to be steered towards preventative measures 
which improve fragile situations in people’s home 
countries, so that they don’t have to leave in the first 
place. 

• Unity in diaspora communities - people from refugee 
backgrounds that have integrated in Australia, can 
make significant, sustainable influences on their 
country of origin through increasing statements to 
international bodies such as the UN Security Council, 
and the Human Rights Council.  

• Root causes of displacement -  More focus should be 
put on improving the situations in countries with 
humanitarian crises, so that nobody has to leave in 
the first place. Focus on peacebuilding, and creating 
stability- disarming corruption, Ethnic fuels 

• The international community have to play a role in 
dealing with the government- creating dialogue 
between militarised governments in conflict affected 
countries  

• Economic drivers of displacement - the importance 
of treating economic factors with equal gravity as 
personal safety, rather than seeing the former as less 
urgent, and being aware that these often come hand 
in hand. 

• Recognise the delusion of impending violence is a 
driver of forced migration - create protection around 
this  

• Address disrupted education -  in refugee camps and 
internally displaced situations, children and young 
people should be assigned to classes based on their 
prior educational background and skill level, rather 
than according to age.  Tailoring education to abilities, 
and providing vocational courses as well as general 
education, would make it easier for children and young 
people to stay in school and prepare for their futures. 
For the many people living in limbo, better access to 
education, better educational programs need to be 
offered. 

  



 

17 

Refugee women fight for 
justice: advocacy from 
the grassroots to the UN 
Moderator 
Eileen Pittaway: Adjunct Professor and past Director of the 
Centre for Refugee Research, UNSW Sydney 
Speakers 
Tenneh Kpaka: Deputy chair for Women at Risk Working 
Group, Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Network (APRRN) 
Bintu Kamara: Settlement Services International (SSI) 
Velvy Holden: Co-Founder and Executive Director, 
Australian National Committee on Refugee Women 
(ANCORW) 
Melika Sheikh-Eldin: Manager of Settlement Support 
Services, AMES Australia  
Linda Bartolomei: Former Director, Centre for Refugee 
Research UNSW Sydney 

 
 

There is nothing for women without 
women. 

Melika Sheikh-Eldin 

 
 
The purpose of the session was to ensure the voices of 
women from refugee backgrounds were understood, 
recorded and highlighted, to learn from best practice 
lessons and challenges, those issues and solutions will be 
used to advocate for better services, policy and practice. 
The session explored the gendered nature of the refugee 
experience with a brief history of law and policy developed 
to improve the protection of refugee women from the 
ongoing risks of rape, sexual abuse and discrimination; 
from flight to settlement.  The richness of the panel was 
reflected in the diverse lived experiences of refugee 
women, tireless advocates and the struggles of being a 
woman from a refugee background living in Australia. 
Panelists shared their experiences of passion and 
perseverance in their united fight for the recognition of 
rape, gender-related violence and discrimination in conflict 
and post-conflict situations and their struggles for 
protection and justice for all refugee and displaced women 
and girls. Research and international advocacy work are 
recurrently underway to strengthen the gendered language 
in the UN Global Compact greater commitment for 
protection for women, leadership and against gendered 
violence. 

 
 
 
Highlights and Emerging Ideas 
Addressing the Systematic and Ongoing Rape of Refugee 
Women 
The session shattered the silence around the abuses faced 
by refugee women by challenging the gaps in international 
law, and lack of recognition of rape as a war crime. The 
rape of women and girls is being used in conflict and it is a 
blatant crime against humanity. Panelists expressed their 
frustration and demands that governments uphold their 
international legal obligations regarding women and sexual 
violence. Speakers were excited by the step forward 
marked by language on women at risk and 
acknowledgement of rape and sexual violence in the New 
York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants (NY 
Declaration)5 and now spoke of their efforts working 
towards the UN Global Compacts.  
 
Moving beyond storytelling towards advocacy 

 
 

I don’t want to be a storyteller only. I 
want to move beyond being a 
storyteller. 

Najeeba Wazefadost 

 
 
Refugee women must be given the support they need to 
move beyond storytelling, and become leaders and 
changemakers. Panelists expressed their passion for 
igniting change and addressing the injustices that face 
women trying to advocate for refugee and women’s rights. 
 
Learning from best practice: ANCORW 

 
 

We are strong women, like a tree 
with roots in the ground we do not 
fall over in the wind. 

Sara Jabi 

 
  
                                                                    
 
5 New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants- a set of commitments to 
enhance the protection of refugees and migrants adopted on September 19, 
2016 by the United Nations General Assembly that reaffirms the importance 
of the international protection regime and represents a commitment by 
Member States to strengthen and enhance mechanisms to protect people 
on the move. It paves the way for the adoption of two new global compacts 
in 2018: the global compact on refugees and the global compact for safe, 
orderly and regular migration. 
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Throughout the session, learning from best practice was 
integral, and the Australian National Committee on 
Refugee Women (ANCORW)6 an organisation that acts as a 
platform for refugee women to speak out, was held up as a 
model for other advocacy groups going forward. ANCORW 
creates a platform for women that have lived the refugee 
experience to share their voices and experiences, when 
they are so often denied their right to speak on their own 
behalf, access justice, or bring an end to impunity. 
Originally established as a vehicle for supporting these 
women, panelists were happy to report that ANCORW is 
now run by refugee women that advocate on their own 
behalf in national and international forums. ANCORW 
empowers refugee women to become leaders in their own 
community, within their families and representatives on 
regional and international platforms through leadership 
training and strategies for integration. 

 
 

When you consult with refugee 
women, they then take ownership of 
the decisions. 

Bintu Kamara 

 
 

What are the alternatives? 
Local Recommendations  
• Increase intake for Women at Risk Visa (Subclass 

204)7 -  Australian Government should increase intake 
for the Women at Risk Visa and provide additional 
funding, service provision for women at risk when 
resettled in Australia.  

• Shared responsibility for inclusion -  Commitment to 
continually bringing in diverse voices of women with 
varied experiences of displacement, forced migration 
and settlement. Along with this responsibility, comes 
the need for women to mentor one another to 
strengthen their advocacy.   

• Aid the healing process -  provide services that will 
help women bond with their children after the trauma 
related to the refugee experience. 

• Training for stakeholders -  services should better 
support and ensure protection for women at risk by 
providing training for government department workers, 
healthcare workers, police force, and others to better 
understand domestic violence, identify women who 
are at risk and treat them with respect, and prompt 
further action.  

                                                                    
 
6 ANCORW- a lobbying, advocacy and research group which works with and 
for refugee women and their families in order to bring about change in the 
refugee system and to enhance their ability to rebuild their lives. 

7 Woman at Risk Visa (Subclass 204)- for female applicants and their 
dependents who are subject to persecution or are of concern to UNHCR, are 
living outside their home country without the protection of a male relative 
and are in danger of victimisation, harassment or serious abuse because of 
their gender. 

Regional Recommendations  
• Strengthen unity and solidarity -  solidify leadership 

positions for women, through regional communication 
between Australia and neighbouring countries.  

• Self- advocacy training -  Support is required to make 
advocacy and leadership effective. Refugee women 
need access training materials to advocate for 
themselves; how to be confident, articulate and 
persuasive; how to reach the target audience, provide 
more platforms and leadership positions for refugee 
women to have a political impact. 

• Mentoring - create space for refugee women be 
mentors to other refugee women to build their 
capacity.  

International Recommendations 
• More efficient system for immediate assessment  

-  UNHCR to develop a practical procedure and 
documentation of women at risk, in refugee camps 
and urban settings. 

• Broadened definition of ‘women at risk’ - the current 
definition needs to include women in relationships, 
who are currently excluded from women at risk 
category, and may be at risk  you have a man or 
partner you can still be at risk.  

• Specialised support for refugee women -  develop 
specialised care teams in host countries who are 
gender-sensitive; provide women-specific orientation 
sessions for new refugees; provide appropriate 
accommodation for women, and women at risk in 
particular. 

• Regular and meaningful consultation -  conduct 
regular consultations, and safe spaces for refugee 
women to to assess the quality and quantity of 
services they interact with, to build a stronger 
evidence base of conditions for women in refugee 
camps, in flight and during settlement. 

• End to impunity -  Take the perpetrators of rape in 
war-torn countries to human rights court, as they are 
systematically raping countless women and girls under 
the cover of war, with no repercussions. 

• Forgotten refugees -  in the midst of the increasing 
Syrian refugees, take measures to increase intake of 
refugee women from elsewhere who have been 
waiting many years to get to safety, such as those 
from African nations.   

• Improved conditions for women in refugee camps  
-  additional funding is needed for women to be 
supplied with extra food provisions, sanitary materials 
and primary health care to avoid sexual exploitation 
and forced survival sex.  
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Australia’s future: the 
professional necessity 
for migrant and refugee 
authorship in creative 
industries 
Moderator  
Stephanie Hemelryk Donald: Forced Migration Research 
Network, UNSW Sydney  
Speakers  
Behrouz Boochani: Journalist, reporting on the human 
rights abuses within Australian immigration detention (via 
text messages during the session) 
Omid Tafighian: Lecturer and community advocate, 
University of Sydney  
James Cogswell: Producer, Cast from the Storm  
Robin de Crespigny: Writer and filmmaker  
Lena Nahlous: Executive Director, Diversity Arts Australia 

 
 

Literature, film and play will stand 
the test of time. 

Behrouz Boochan 

 
 
This panel was premised on the understanding that 
Australia’s creative economy will stand or fall on its 
diversity and global relevance. This capacity can only be 
realised if the nation extends its will to reach across and 
through the entire population for talent, for stories and for 
skills. Indigenous Australians have experience of ongoing 
deracination, forced mobility, marginalisation, and 
silencing, but they have worked hard to counteract those 
challenges with a strong creative voice. Panelists brought 
their creative knowledge to identify practical, doable 
interventions, with people from refugee or asylum seeking 
background to ensure that talent is identified and 
nourished, and that storytelling is prioritised as a national 
commitment to cohesion. The input of the panel brought 
emerging perspectives to light, specifically in regard to new 
creative voices in the Australian media and creative 
industries. The session also spoke of the added complexity 
due to the internally competitive nature of the creative 
industries in Australia between the states (due to different 
regulations and local taxes for production houses), taxes 
on premises and training costs. The overriding consensus 
of the panel is that it is essential for film, theatre and 
literature to become established in history; foundational 
work for people to experience the history of Australia. 

 
 

The more people of refugee and 
asylum seeker backgrounds can 
contribute to the social 
consciousness, the way of thinking 
and creating in this country, the 
richer we will be. 

Stephanie Hemelryk Donald 

 
 

Highlights and Emerging Ideas 
Diversity and Inclusion- There is room for a great deal of 
diversity in this sector. Refugees have amazing skills, and 
also international contacts. 

 
 

Different ways of seeing and 
interpreting the world are not always 
acknowledged. Arts and cultural 
sector are very white – particularly 
anglo-celtic, decisions do not come 
from inclusive practices. 

Robin de Crespigny 

 
 
• Removal of structural barriers. 
• Creative funding needs to measurable and 

accountable- needs to be tied to measurable diversity 
outcomes, and more concrete research to measure 
benefits of having diverse backgrounds and what they 
can bring in terms of different and unique ways of 
thinking and connections.  

• Inherent risks when representing someone else’s 
story- the process and practice when you come to 
think about refugee and migrant authorship. 

 
 

Not all refugees want to tell you their 
story and nor should they have to. 
And they’re not waiting for you to tell 
it either. 

Lena Nahlous 

 
  



 

20 

 
 
Chauka Please Tell Us The Time is a feature 
length film shot entirely on a mobile phone 
inside Manus Island Detention Centre, by 
Kurdish-Iranian journalist and writer, 
Behrouz Boochani, who has been imprisoned 
since 2013, and filmmaker Arash Kamali 
Sarvestani. ‘Chauka’ is the name of a famous 
bird native to Manus Island, and it is also the 
name of notorious solitary confinement unit 
in Manus Island detention. The film exposes 
first hand accounts of the torture, self-harm, 
endless sense of uncertainty, and the horrors 
and injustices of offshore detention itself. 

 
 
Local Recommendations  
• Change the industry -  Currently not measuring the 

kinds of benefits having refugee creators and 
communities have- we need concrete research of how 
diversity benefits the arts. 

• Consciously re-focusing the understanding of what 
and who constitutes 'the mainstream' Australian 
audience (enabling languages other than English and 
cultural formations that are not currently foregrounded 
to achieve visibility), thus maximising income flow to 
the sector albeit to a larger sector with more capacity 
for international commercial engagement through 
local audience engagement 

• Build technical and creative media training into 
state/national high-school curricula to support 
Australia-wide, community-deep access to long term 
digital and media arts and technical training, start-ups, 
and employment. 

• Community engagement -  work with communities to 
develop programs that have meaning and longevity for 
them.  

• Inclusiveness for refugee artists mentoring, support, 
and help to gain connections within the creative 
industry.  

 
• Revisit the composition of advisory boards to ensure 

that the widest representation of background 
language and cultural inputs are contributing to the 
selection of graduate entry, intern, and funding start-
up initiatives and individuals. 

• Develop an economic model for creative Australia 
that embraces newly arrived refugee, migrant and 
other storytelling possibilities as the basis for a next-
wave investment in Australian creative industries. 

• Shared responsibility propose a simple pledge to 
amass cultural capital, support permanent jobs to help 
refugees and academics who publish on refugee 
issues should donate to a fund to ensure university 
access for refugees.  

• Companion Artists Encouraging state and federal 
funding bodies to look at co-production funding 
formats that develop cross-community mentoring and 
story-sharing. 

• Removing structural barriers that prevent refugee 
artists from accessing Art Grants 

Regional Recommendations 
• Screening of Chauka Please Tell Us the Time to be 

screened to film festivals in Australia, and not to be 
restricted; making transnational movement and 
connections around the film.  

• Immediate release for those in detention Systemic 
torture is taking place on Manus Island, and the 
foundational works which address systemic issues are 
being denied. 

International Recommendations 
• Inclusive teaching practices ask young people about 

imagining what they would leave behind or take with 
them if they were forced to flee 

• Creative scholarships for people from refugee 
backgrounds to attend and pursue the creative arts, 
drama or music in institutions such as NIDA, AFTRS.   
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Strengthening Regional 
Protection: Perspectives 
on Opportunity and 
Challenges 
Moderator  
Yiombi Thona: Chair, Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Network  
Speakers  
Thomas Albrecht: Regional Representative, United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 
Canberra 
Arash Bordbar: International Advocate, Refugee Council of 
Australia (RCOA)/Multicultural Youth Affairs Network NSW 
(MYAN)  
Tamara Domicelj: Regional Refugee Protection Adviser, 
Act for Peace 
Lilianne Fan: International Director and Co-Founder, 
Geutanyoë Foundation 

 
 

Everything we do with refugees must 
involve refugees. 

Yiombi Thona 

 
 
The session highlighted the significant changes in the world 
and in the nature of displacement and the gradual shift 
away from traditional solutions. Panel members 
encouraged the audience to explore opportunities and 
challenges of strengthening protection at the regional level 
in Asia in the context of recent development, including the 
comprehensive refugee response framework, New York 
Declaration, Emergency Response Mechanisms and 
Ministerial Statement of Bali Process, APPRNs vision and 
framework for regional protection, Track II Dialogue on 
Forced Migration in Asia, and UNHCR’s own statement on 
regional cooperation.  
Despite the myriad of issues, challenges were positively 
framed as the flip side of opportunities. The encouraging 
presentations recurrently highlighted the opportunities that 
exist, such as for civil society to be propositional and 
showcase their knowledge, and also for linkages and 
relationships still to be developed. Panelists positively 
emphasised that critical knowledge and experience exists 
at the regional level, while highlighting the need for greater 
sharing mechanisms. They drew on the importance of 
coordination at the regional level and pointed to good 
practice examples currently underway.  

Highlights and Emerging Ideas 
APPRN’s key learnings as a regional network  
APPRN works on shared and aligned concerns across the 
Asia Pacific region and they saw a great potential in 
remedying that situation. Drivers and enablers for positive 
practices  
Regional advocacy and sub advocacy is very ambitious and 
absolutely critical. Advocacy at the regional level in the 
sense of amplifying domestic concerns regionally and in 
the sense of thinking and analysing, contextualising, 
strategising regionally and developing a regional voice. That 
includes working regionally to build ownership of refugee 
protection concerns by civil society.  
Regional protection 
• Increase the capacity for civil society to respond to 

refugee crises, especially when the political realities of 
countries mean that state responses are unlikely or 
impaired.  

• Current challenge of enlivening the humanitarian 
values and principles underpinning the New York 
Declaration. The regional approach involves using the 
principles of the declaration with actions on the 
ground.  

• Regional engagement must more broadly share the 
efforts of capacity building, sharing experiences, and 
bringing in good, solid ideas based on the principles 
and based on the political and current realities.  

• We need to move away from the current modus 
operandi and cannot look solely at one of the three 
main solutions (repatriation, integration and third 
country resettlement), instead we need to be dynamic 
in our response. 

• Following on from this, following a strategy for 
identifying the tipping point or catalytic moments 
where civil society or governments change their stance 
on issues. As part of APPRN’s mapping strategy they 
are trying to understand how we can better detect 
these moments and work with those potential 
champions of change as it unfolds.  

• Emphasis on the importance of support for refugees at 
transit points, highlighting that this is often time spent 
idle. Suggestions for innovative education 
opportunities such as online courses are an important 
way for people to be educated whilst on their journey. 
He also emphasised that meaningful with refugees 
themselves, who should be seen not as beneficiaries 
but as partners, is important for actors in the space, 
especially UNHCR. 

Current regional responses 
The Malay and Indonesian governments have taken 
concrete steps to condemning the violence against 
Rohingya, whereas other governments’ responses have 
been “shameful”, “did not prioritise human life”. In Aceh, 
local fisherman saved refugees from boats being pushed 
back and forth – “a maritime ping pong” – their customary 
law dictates they must save any life at sea, and they viewed 
the refugees as guests. As such, they had an obligation to 
honour them. 
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What are the alternatives? 
Local recommendations 
• Opportunities for civil society The expertise and 

agency of refugees and other civil society actors to be 
recognized, fostered, and engaged. Need to start 
showcasing the micro stage by connecting people to 
each other, and being propositional in terms of ideas. 

• Framing narratives around refugee protection and 
forced migration which will support enable positive 
change. 

Regional recommendations 
• Regional partnerships -  importance of relationships 

between various actors in the space whose interests 
and priorities converge. There is an extraordinary 
amount of expertise that is not necessarily being 
tapped as a network (for regional engagement). There 
needs to be a focus on mapping, analysing and 
sharing positive practices. 

• Address the absence of responsibility -  The 
protracted nature of many refugees situations, the 
frequency of maritime movements and the associated 
loss of lives, the absence of proper frameworks in the 
Asia Pacific region that generate far reaching 
responsibility sharing for refugee protection between 
states. 

• Strategise to develop a regional voice -  Finding ways 
to hold diversity within a regional voice. 

• Regional protection frameworks require an effective 
integrated global protection system in which actors 
outside the region, including states, are committed to 
and meaningfully involved with regional actors. the 
highest possible level of self sufficiency and 
partnerships for a supportive operating environment. 

• Civil society engagement -  more support needs to be 
dedicated to civil society through funding, political 
support, helping to deal with refugees issues, Also 
need to learn from their knowledge, enhance their 
capacity, sharing experiences and ideas , 
understanding that there are limits to external 
engagement. 

• Mutual learning -  element of APPRN involves sharing 
those ideas, of looking at opportunities for replication 
and scale up. 

• Address the strong culture of impunity towards 
Rohingya people in Myanmar with targeted 
condemnation and growing international awareness 
and condemnation is a good sign and needs to grow. 
Persistent, adequate pressure from outside is 
important in regional protection. 

• Regional approach must look at the realities of the 
situation -  regional protection frameworks are crucial, 
given the masses of refugees who are either in transit 
or stuck. Civil society often holds a lot of technical 
expertise that can be very useful in the area and the 
New York declaration sets the tone for the increased 
role for civil society.  

 
International recommendations  
• Increase the capacity of civil society to respond to 

refugee crises, especially when the political realities of 
countries mean that state responses are unlikely or 
impaired.  

• Create platform for engagement and advocate for 
rights to education not only in resettlement countries, 
also in country of transit – scaling up online courses 
for example by using technology that is available. 

• Meaningful engagement with refugees themselves  
-  UNHCR and regional service providers, policymakers 
must engage directly through collaboration with 
people not as beneficiaries but as active partners. 

• Prioritise human life -  avoid “maritime ping pong” 
and place priority on protection and safe resettlement 
responses. 

• International framework for statelessness -  need a 
global principle and practice for statelessness, for 
instance root causes of the problem in Rakhine state 
stems from the statelessness.  

• Need continuous reminders about the protection 
challenges for IDPs - these challenges tend to fall off 
the agenda.  

• Meaningful engagement and consultation with 
refugees and migrants themselves  

• Institutionalise youth engagement -  For children on 
the move, it is crucial to get the children involved, get 
their input, ask them why they left – this is the key to 
learning meaningful things and get to the bottom of 
the problem.  

• Foster initiatives for idea of protection generated 
from the community level -  foster community led 
preparedness for voluntary, safe, and dignified return 
and reintegration as durable solutions. One of the key 
elements for communities coming together to develop 
their criteria and standards to feel able to return in 
those conditions, and setting those out and putting 
them to governments and putting them to UNHCR and 
putting them to NGOs and staying engaged with us on 
these things.  

• Opportunities in country of transit must provide 
platforms for engagement, opportunities for 
education, employment and support in the country of 
transit as well as resettlement stages.  

• Create platform for engagement and advocate for 
the right to education -  not only resettlement 
countries but in the country of transit– access to 
education for refugees, especially for refugee youth is 
critical, not only in resettlement countries but 
especially in transit countries. 
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Wellbeing (mental health) 
and resilience 
Moderator  
Jasmina Bajraktarevic: Community Services Coordinator, 
NSW Service for the Treatment and Rehabilitation of 
Torture and Trauma Survivors (STARTTS)  
Speakers 
Mohamed Dukuly: Families in Cultural Transition Project 
Officer,  NSW Service for the Treatment and Rehabilitation 
of Torture and Trauma Survivors (STARTTS)  
Beth Kotze: Director, Mental Health Services 
Angela Nickerson: Senior Lecturer at the School of 
Psychology, UNSW Sydney  
Lux Ratnamohan: Child and Adolescent Psychiatrist, 
UNSW Sydney 
 
The session created space to shift the focus from refugee 
vulnerability towards discussing how to foster and build a 
strengths-based approach to mental health and wellbeing 
– at both the service and community support level. The 
uplifting session focused on both the science of resilience 
and provide real examples of how focusing on inherent 
strengths of refugee individuals, families and communities 
can be beneficial to individual wellbeing as well as the 
community around them. Understand the advantages of a 
strengths-based approach applied to refugee and asylum 
seeker wellbeing panelists put forward promoting 
community strengthening/social capital building approach. 

 
 

When you come from a society 
where you live in situations of 
violence, disruption being torn apart, 
then to move over here we have to 
readapt so that we can foster that 
sense of community. I have seen 
that if you want to enhance the 
wellbeing of the efficacy of resilience 
of communities, there are three 
factors to consider- identifying and 
promoting existing assets in the 
community, promoting protective 
factors, and reducing risk factors. 

Mohamed Dukuly 

 
 

 
 
Highlights and Emerging Ideas  
Finding ways to foster the resilience of communities 
Resilience is a dynamic, complex and holistic process of 
positive adaptation that develops responsively in within a 
context of significant adversity. It’s not a fixed trait of an 
individual or a family or community but it is a dynamic 
property that is shaped by social economic cultural and 
historical contexts. Often described as a muscle that can 
either atrophy or encouraged to develop, it is cultivated by 
interactions, by individuals, families, communities and 
supports and it can be taught and fostered. Seeking ways 
to bridge the gap between the needs of refugees, language 
and cultural barriers and ultimately providing catered 
services. 
Building Social Capital 
• Protecting and promoting the protective factors: the 

social bonds, network, trust and relationships (social 
capital), supportive environment and accessible 
resources. 

• Strength based approach is an approach that looks at 
opportunities for support and capacities as opposed to 
a focus on the problem or concern. So the problem 
and the person are separate. The vast majority of 
people go through these very difficult experiences and 
come out the other side and are really functioning very 
well. The problem is that most of our research is 
focusing on the difficulties rather than the strengths. 
For this reason, it is very important to understand and 
work within a strength based approach.  
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What are the alternatives? 
Local recommendations 
• The context of the transactional system is absolutely 

critical that there is a comprehensive view of the 
individual in the context of family, community, and 
their support system which includes the various 
agencies and services that they might interact with. 

• Facilitate help seeking and health behaviours 
encourages help seeking behaviour the need for 
finding solutions from within, focused on strengths 
and assets working in partnership with specialised 
services.  

• Social capital -  Importance of assisting refugee 
communities to build their sense of  social capital. 

• Mental health dialogue -  Importance of engaging 
refugees in the mental health dialogue and research. 
Mental Health issues are significantly higher amongst 
TPV holders and permanent visa holders. Temporary 
visa holders held higher rates of traumatic 
experiences, thereby establishing clear differences 
between the experiences faced by TVH and PR”. 

• Engaging refugees in the development of mental 
health dialogue and research studies 

• Shift the focus from cross-sectional to longitudinal 
studies -  current lack of knowledge of how 
information has evolved longitudinally. 

• Evaluations -  Ensure evaluations are culturally 
grounded and meaningful, looking at that interplay 
between community defined outcomes and the 
outcomes that are invested. 

• Collaborative learning -  Ensure response builds on 
collaborative learning with further emphasis on service 
partnerships. 

• Awareness campaigns for wider-Australian society 
about refugee communities and their experiences of 
trauma. 

• Strength based approach -  Enhancing existing assets 
(sense of ownership, individual and collective talents, 
sense of hope). 

• Building capacity of service providers to respond to 
both individuals and communities. Find a better way of 
communicating and educating the system to people 
from refugee backgrounds. 

 
Regional recommendations 
• Further regional research underlying mechanisms 

which underpin mental health changes especially for 
temporary visa holders such as uncertainty of future 
due to visa status makes it difficult for parents to have 
a hopeful future. self efficacy related to visa status 
research opposed to trauma exposure. 

• Building partnerships Importance of interagency and 
interdisciplinary collaboration 

International recommendations 
• Access to employment is one of the strongest 

predictors of wellbeing and resilience and should be 
provided in transit, camps and by resettlement. 
Limited opportunities to permanently establish self in 
resettlement environment can erode sense of 
effectiveness. 

• Opportunities in providing dialogue in debates and 
policy creation -  Importance of interagency and 
interdisciplinary collaboration often opportunities are 
provided for dialogue and co-creation and debate and 
policy development.  

• Distress of visa uncertainty understanding how and 
why this uncertainty might impact on psychological 
outcomes, identifying the different needs that different 
groups might have substantially reveals knowledge. 
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The Power of Storytelling 
Moderator 
Abdul Hekmat Karim: Writer and photographer  
Speakers  
Hani Abdile: Somali writer and spoken word poet  
Michael Green: Editor, Behind the Wire  
Arnold Zable: Acclaimed writer and human rights 
advocate 
 
How can stories change our world? The power of 
storytelling lies in the ways it can connect people, move 
people into action, and break down illusionary walls 
between the public and people from refugee backgrounds. 
Refugee voices and stories are often silenced by power 
structures, and those who speak up are often punished. In 
this session, we bring refugee voices from Manus and 
Nauru as well writers and journalist who often write on the 
subject of refugees. The reasons for storytelling are often 
varied and deeply personal: as a means of self-
understanding, for finding humour in the most difficult 
situations, and discovering the commonality of humanity 
over time and space. 

 
 

At the end of the day I was looking 
for something to pass my time and 
liberate my mind, but I think writing 
poetry really kept me going and gave 
me hope. It was also my dream 
actually becoming true. 

Hani Abdile 

 
 

Highlight and Emerging Ideas 
Finding meaning through storytelling 
• Storytelling is a powerful form of human expression 

and a means of initiating the stage of belonging. 
• The outcomes and awareness of storytelling can be 

both empowering and detrimental to individuals. The 
dangers of the implications should be considered 
highly on both a domestic level and regional level.  

• Celebrating and nurturing the cultural indigenous past 
and drawing connection between this and the present. 
Realised these are where here the two great 
narratives come together (the indigenous and the 
refugee narratives come together). 

• The session looked back to the Tampa incident 2001 
which marked symbolic moment in the asylum 
discussion in Australia. No cameraman was enabled to 
put a human face to the story. The icon of the scandal 
was to be a red-hulled on a blue sea so that we are 
forced to talk about a horde of people a deliberate 
ploy as a ‘horde’ inspires fear, prejudice and pre-
judging. The art of the story is the art of the specific; 
we must see the face. 

 
Storytelling in detention: in coping and finding meaning 
• For people in detention - finding meaning, things to do 

and keeping their minds active. 
• Behrouz Bechani known and revered in camp as 

‘reporter’; his way of telling the stories of those in 
detention and bearing witness to human rights 
abuses. 

• Way to directly combat the false representation of 
people from refugee backgrounds in the mainstream 
media, and instead take back some of the control 
through storytelling, cultural exchange and art as a 
form of liberty. 

• Express universal human experiences of love, death, 
hope, work are key to connect detainees with others in 
society. 

Storytelling as a powerful tool for change 
• Continually bring in new, varied and diverse voices to 

divert from the singular narrative. 
• Respect and dignity are paramount. 
• People telling their story can have a great cost on their 

ability to be resettled. The stark reality that the 
Department of Immigration re-detain people who 
speak out. 

 
 

The biggest mistake we make is to 
reduce people to victimhood, to rob 
people of their humanity and the full 
scope of who they are. 

Arnold Zable 

 
 
Ethics of storytelling- getting it right  

• Important not to be coercing anyone to tell their 
stories; informed consent is vital and trying to 
understand risks involved e.g. with government. 
Thus working within an ethical framework to put 
people in control of their stories is essential.  

• To give people the power over all their 
conversations so that they feel that they’re 
controlling it and they know what is happening 
with their story, all the way through e.g. doing 
several interviews with people and editing as 
requested by them. 

• Relationship between narrator and story tellers - 
strong connections and friendships that has 
come from this engagement. 

Local Recommendations 
• Untold stories -  those that are not deemed 

exceptional are just as important. 
• Reciprocal benefit -  work on ‘back and forth’ 

that engages storytellers in the whole process.  
• Embracing co-authorship -  entering into 

collaborations with people with lived experience. 
• Moving beyond storytelling to activism: is not 

for entertainment or voyeurism. 
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How do we create 
change? Exploring 
different approaches 
Moderators 
Caroline Fleay: Senior Lecturer at the Centre for Human 
Rights Education, Curtin University 
Robyn Sampson: Senior Advisor and Research 
Coordinator, International Detention Coalition  
Speakers  
Michelle Bui: Research assistant in Faculty of Media, 
Culture and Creative Arts, Curtin University  
David Manne: Executive Director, Refugee Legal 
Ravi Nagaveeran: Writer and poet 
Leeanne Torpey: Communications and Campaigns 
Coordinator, Australian Coalition to End Child Detention 
 
Amidst the current turbulent political landscape, change at 
all levels of political, legal and local is vital. This session 
looked for answers to now pressing questions of How does 
change happen? What can be done to shift in the long, 
medium and short term? Overall, the conclusion is not to 
give up and wait, but to keep fighting. Seeing social 
movement on all levels at the “low-hanging fruit principle” 
we need is long-term changes which we believe are 
legislative and policy reform within Australia. The 
atmosphere of the session was energetic and optimistic.  
The session explored different understandings of how and 
why change happens. What collaborative activism and 
advocacy strategies exist in Australia that have achieved 
unity between members as well as embraced diversity? 
What is the value of ‘quiet’ lobbying versus ‘loud’ activism? 
Do these approaches compete with each other, or can they 
complement one another? Explore the positive and 
negative implications when different actors in a sector work 
with different underlying theories of change. 
Speakers offered hope, positivity and encouraged everyone 
in the room to do what they can to create change at all 
levels. Activism, political change and legal advocacy are 
seen to currently be working too discretely to create 
substantial change within the Australian context. While 
each facet is important, it is felt that to create change, a 
more focused direction can effect more substantial and 
lasting change. Discussions investigated the possibilities 
for greater impact through collaboration between a 
diversity of approaches. 

 
 

I am a 24/7 activist, especially for 
the people on Nauru and Manus, we 
are always chatting and giving them 
hope. 

Ravi Nagaveeran 

 
 

   
Highlights and Emerging Ideas 
• The characteristics of the legal terrain over the past 

few years has been a radical deviation from the 
fundamental principals of Australian laws and the 
ordinary protection of the Australian legal system. 

• Emphasis on the importance and impact of 
multidimensional strategic litigation as a very powerful 
assertion of the rule of law. Through litigation it is also 
possible that an individual can bring about change for 
others similarly affected. Strategic litigation is not a 
magic bullet but a tool that can complement other 
forms of bringing about social and policy change. 
There is always the inherent tension between acting 
for the individual and the implication for the broader 
cause.  

 
 
The most prominent example of effective civil 
society partnership and collaboration can be 
seen in the Inter-Agency Working Group 
(IAWG) to End Child Immigration Detention, 
established in 2014. The IAWG is comprised of 
thirty prominent UN, intergovernmental, and 
civil society representatives who collectively 
represent stakeholders in every country of the 
world. Civil society coordination around the 
issue is also led by the Global Campaign to 
End Child Immigration Detention, with over 
120 organisations in support worldwide. The 
Global Campaign to End Immigration 
Detention of Children is an example of and 
leveraging the connections of the civil society 
network. It positively shifts opinions of 
federal MPs through targeted campaigns, 
offering alternative policies and legislation 
and building trustworthy relationships. The 
campaign also builds community support 
through targeted media stories and local 
media relationship building as well as the use 
of social media in targeted electorates. By 
making politician’s stance on children in 
detention public, it gives the general public 
the platform to put pressure on MP’s stance 
on the current hard line policies. 

 
 
  



 

27 

What are the alternatives? 
Local recommendations 
• Encourage every individual to use their voice -  start 

productive conversations with the MPs also work with 
MPs and gain that political push. 

• While a single protest doesn't make the difference, it 
demonstrates the people and are monitoring 
detention activities.  

• Having people with live detention experience speak 
to the community and engage with them in ways that 
they can understand is how minds get changed. 

• Softening the hard line approach -  building support, 
through soft line approaches such as media 
campaigns, field campaigns and addressing the 
different levels of government. Then develop tactics 
such as negotiating bills and gaining commitment 
from MPS. 

• Create awareness in Australian communities to "open 
hearts, eyes and minds". 

• End to children in detention -  we need is long-term 
changes which we believe are legislative and policy 
reform within Australia. 

• Building support from media campaigns via targeted 
stories, local media relationship building and target 
social media on electoral bases. 

 
Regional recommendations  
• Advocacy using the words and art of people in 

detention -  visual and written testimonies are 
important to amplify those voices that are deliberately 
silences; and give hope that there are people within 
the community who do not condone current 
Government policy. 

• Legislative and policy reform to prevent detention of 
children in both offshore and mainland Australian 
detention centres. 

• Increase visibility of advocacy actions that mass 
mobilisations and demonstrations. 

International recommendations  
• Amending legislation is a key step to achieving 

change and preventing the detention of children. The 
UN Global Compacts on Refugees and Migrants need 
to include an accountable way to end immigration 
detention for children. 

• Policy reform is the key to long term change -  
current policies implemented by the Australian 
Government are in breach of international law. 

• Protection of rights -  applying human rights law 
creates reform, protection from danger, clarifying 
change and understanding, separation of powers and 
provides options and hope.   
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Futuring Education for a 
Changing World: 
Challenges, Innovation and 
Opportunities 
Moderators  
Caroline Lenette: Lecturer of Social Research and Policy in 
the School of Social Sciences, UNSW Sydney 
Vero ́nica Tello: Writer and Researcher, UNSW Sydney  
Speakers  
Muzafar Ali: Founder, Cisarua Learning Centre  
Sally Baker: Research Associate at the Centre of 
Excellence for Equity in Higher Education, University of 
Newcastle 
Michael Smith: International Education Coordinator, Jesuit 
Refugee Service 
The session underpinned the importance of recognising 
experience and diversity in higher education, the need for 
greater flexibility in the system to accommodate 
resettlement and optimistically discussed the critical role 
that education can play in allowing people with refugee 
experience to thrive. Speakers spoke to their experiences 
as higher education scholars, academics, refugee students 
and educator, providing a wide breadth of perspectives on 
the access and equity challenges experienced by refugees 
in both domestic and international educational contexts. 
Despite these challenges, the session drew upon optimism 
and offered tangible actions for change. Panelists 
powerfully discussed the limitations of Australia's current 
education system to adequately cater to the needs of 
refugee students beyond the political agenda, as well as 
current gaps in the primary, secondary and tertiary sectors. 
Speakers highlighted that opening access to higher 
education is not enough; that there needs to be 
commensurate attention paid to supporting students from 
refugee backgrounds once they are ‘in’, including 
assistance for transitioning out to further study and 
careers. Homogeneity in higher education needs to be 
proactively challenged to allow diverse experienced 
students to thrive. 

 
 

It’s ordinary. This is what should 
happen. Refugees should have 
access to higher education…. It’s 
social justice. 

Michael Smith  
(speaking on access to education in refugee camps) 

 

Highlights and Emerging Ideas 
Systemic institutional misrecognitions for students from 
refugee backgrounds 
Recognising prior education and qualifications, languages, 
and knowledge, practices is rarely occurring in higher 
education; students from refugee backgrounds are 
misrecognised by higher education institutions in several 
ways: 
• Their status information is not uniformly collected, 

leading to inconsistencies and mislabeling of students. 
• Students who have refugee backgrounds but do not 

have a humanitarian entrant visa are not recognised 
at all. 

• There is inconsistency in how universities value and 
recognise students. 

• There is inconsistency in how ‘diversity’ is recognised 
at the level of institutional rhetoric and at the level of 
classroom practice and assessment of learning. 

• Students from refugee backgrounds are not a 
homogenous group yet there is homogeneity in higher 
education support for them. 

• Expectation of assimilation to educational norms with 
little flexibility. 

Increasing Opportunities for Engagement 
Circumstances for people seeking asylum’s educational 
needs are even more complex8. On top of visa challenges, 
funding constraints and lack of recognition for prior 
qualifications, there is arguably little flexibility or space in 
the higher education system to accommodate the needs of 
students who are adapting to the new norms, practices, 
languages and cultures of higher education in countries of 
settlement. Students from refugee backgrounds are 
subject to the same inflexible arrangement of schedules, 
semesters and curricula. The current filtering system is 
based on resilience, but collective effort is needed to cater 
to students that have had trauma, disrupted education and 
need additional support. Panelists expressed their desire 
for change “We can't wait for institutions to change but 
need to self organise.” More so than funding it also lies 
with the politics of imagination, effort and labour that is key 
to institutional shifts.  
Growing demand for scholarships online educational 
pathways  
Current momentum around distance education 
opportunities and scholarships are increasing. Speakers 
offered innovative recommendations and ideas for 
international and regional education opportunities to tackle 
disrupted education for the many people stuck in 
prolonged state of limbo.  Innovative mixed mode 
approaches to teachings were discussed by panelists. 
  

                                                                    
 
8 People who do not have humanitarian entrant visas (e.g. permanent 
residents) cannot access HECS but they can have a Commonwealth 
Supported Place (CSP) = domestic fee. People who do not have the right to 
remain (e.g. TPV/ SHEV holders) are not classified as domestic students and 
are counted as international students. They have complex residency 
requirements attached to their visas and are not permitted to accept funds 
to support themselves while studying. 
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The Cisarua Refugee Learning Centre (CRLC) 

CRLC is a refugee established and managed 
school located just outside of Jakarta, 
Indonesia. It has been operating since August 
2014 and now has 6 classrooms, 12 teachers, 6 
administration staff and nearly 200 students 
- all refugees. At a critical juncture in their 
journey, CRLC gives hope, a sense of 
community, an identity, and an education to 
people seeking asylum. 

 

What are the alternatives? 
Local Recommendations 
• Collectivising amongst sector -  individuals have 

been undertaking the work of supporting students 
from refugee backgrounds in  universities for many 
years, but this engagement is undervalued and often 
invisible. We need to come together as a sector to 
share, discuss, ask and advocate. 

• Set a linked research, practice and advocacy agenda 
• Promote an awareness among higher education 

teaching staff of issues that affect the learning of 
refugee students diverse strengths and challenges by 
providing training to teaching and learning staff within 
the higher education system on diversity, inclusivity, 
language and culture, and psychosocial impacts and 
trauma. 

• Develop reciprocal and participatory spaces -  in 
research and higher education that moves beyond 
access to education and more to do with participation  

• Build in participatory structures and develop spaces 
for voices - collaborate with refugee communities. 

• Education as a bridging bond -  for communication 
pathways and increased social cohesion between the 
Australian public and people from refugee 
backgrounds 

Regional Recommendations 
• Develop flexible learning options - universities are 

encouraged to offer online courses and tertiary 
education options for students who are in transit. 

• Develop systems for information sharing between 
students from refugee backgrounds to learn from one 
another. 

• Support distance lessons -  develop a recognised and 
systemic network of professionals and good practice 
for online face-to-face teaching.  

• Work across Asia Pacif ic -  use collective energy 
across multiple sectors for advocacy, teaching 
strategies and building a higher education community.  

 
 
International recommendations 
• Mobilising education in refugee camps  

-  stakeholders such as universities, agencies and 
NGOs should continue to foster higher education 
experiences/opportunities for people living in camp 
settings to be awarded diplomas, language courses 
and degrees. 

• Virtual campus – Support a systemic and sustainable 
consortium of universities to offer a virtual campus for 
people from refugee backgrounds living in transit. 

• Mixed-mode approaches to learning -  students from 
refugee backgrounds should be supported to work at 
their own pace but also have the assistance of a tutors 
and online courses. 

• Literacy and language dexterity - absolutely 
critical to shift to more flexible and understandable 
educational language. 

• Recognition of previous qualifications -  
international standards for recognition of overseas 
qualifications and cultural adaptiveness / 
competences. 

• Research patterns in education - better track 
students from refugee backgrounds coming in and out 
of educational systems to understand patterns and 
bring solutions to disrupted education. 

• Advocacy strategies -  universities internationally to 
open up places for people from refugee and asylum 
seeking backgrounds. 

• Link Working Groups -  globally create proactive 
engagement across sectors and communities to share 
knowledge, expertise and opportunities. For instance, 
the RCOA/MYAN-sponsored Refugee Education 
Special Interest Group9 emerged in 2015 from a 
recognised need for a coordinated approach to 
advocacy and networking to support the access and 
engagement of students from refugee and asylum 
seeking backgrounds in post-compulsory and higher 
education across Australia. Similar initiatives can be 
implemented on regional or international levels.  

  

                                                                    
 
9 The Refugee Education Special Interest Group (SIG)- a group of people 
from the community, higher education, vocational education and school 
sectors who have an interest in supporting educational opportunities for 
students from refugee backgrounds. The aim of the SIG email group is to 
share information, collaborate to achieve better outcomes for students and 
advocate for change. 
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Resourceful and resilient: 
strength-based 
resettlement 
Moderator  
Om Dhungel: Westpac Social Change Fellow  
Speakers  
Viji Dhayanathan: Community Advocate, Tamil Women’s 
Development Group  
Sayed Rahmatullah Hussainizada: Community Advocate, 
Afghan Fajar Association  
Emmanuel Musoni: Chair, Great Lakes Agency for Peace 
and Development International 
Daniel Thein Tha Nya: Youth Worker,  Auburn Diversity 
Services 
 
Community informed practice leads to better policy and 
embracing the importance of refugee communities and 
organisation is key to the provision of settlement support. 
Understanding the impact of the settlement process on the 
wellbeing of refugee individuals, families and communities 
is vital. This session discussed the varied approaches to 
provision of settlement support: from large organisations to 
refugee community groups, as well as the challenges 
related to funding policy settings. Panelists highlighted the 
largely unfunded work of refugee community organisations 
and the issue of moving from ‘collaborators to competitors’ 
caused by current funding models. 

 
 

With a strength based approach the 
refugee community can become 
independent. For this, we need to 
start on the premise that people are 
resourceful, gifted and have their 
own skills to solve their own 
problems. 

Om Dhungel  

 

 
 
 
Highlights and Emerging Ideas 
Shifting from needs-based to strengths-based  
A strength-based approach involves fostering community 
independence to give power to people to shape their own 
agenda and future. Community engagement and 
involvement and the role of host communities are crucial 
factors in the success of refugee resettlement program. By 
sharing in the lives and achievements of people from 
refugee backgrounds, a strengths-based approach to 
resettlement embraces the extraordinary strength and 
resilience it takes to both survive and succeed in a new 
country. The varying hardships that continue upon 
resettlement in Australia for people from refugee 
backgrounds and their communities are not ignored but 
instead underpinning knowledge, expertise that every 
person with lived experiences holds. 
Strengths- based resettlement policy  
Panelists highlighted a particularly illuminating way that a 
strengths-based approach can be utilised to draw on 
existing strengths and appropriate resettlement. 
Resettlement opportunities should be considered more 
broadly in policy and practice, in a way that facilitates the 
vision, aspirations and desires of those settling 
themselves. 
  



 

31 

What are the alternatives? 
Despite the predominantly local based recommendations, 
adopting a strengths-based approach is central for 
engagement at regional and international levels. The 
following recommendations can be internationalised. This 
foundational paradigm that should be intrinsic across all 
levels. 
Recommendations 
• Strength based approach to engagement -  The top-

down, service provider led approach is not conducive 
to building and strengthening communities and it is 
strongly recommended to actively involve host 
communities / people with lived refugee experience in 
the design and delivery of settlement support 
programs. This should be part of KPIs for service 
providers when the government tenders out these 
services. 

• Policy on secondary regional /rural migration is 
needed - resettlement for families, individuals and 
communities who lived in similar areas in their home 
countries is needed as many are willing and happy to 
relocate to rural areas but there are not the funds nor 
the support to implement on a large scale. 

• Education for parents on the new needs of their 
children -  ensure emphasis is placed on education 
rather than survival. 

• Providing domestic violence support - to women and 
children as well as culturally appropriate education for 
all community members and families on the issue. 

• Promote community-based service providers -  local 
and ethno-specific providers can have a strong impact 
on the daily life and experience of refugees in 
communities. These organisations need to be 
supported and recognised by both governments and 
communities.  

 
• Increased funding for interpreter services - 

interpreting services for family, community members 
and doctors, to avoid using children with strong 
English skills as interpreters. 

• Support students of refugee background in higher 
education - Universities need to provide funded 
scholarships to students of refugee background in all 
faculties. 

• Meaningful monitoring and evaluation -  Measuring 
successful resettlement can’t purely rely on 
measurement proxies, outputs and monetary 
evaluation systems or employment rates, though 
these are important, measuring happiness and 
wellbeing is as important an indicator than any other. 

• Increased English language provision - the existing 
510 hours of compulsory English can often be 
insufficient for adult language acquisition, particularly 
for people with limited literacy in their first language, 
women at risk and people suffering from torture and 
trauma 

• Cultural or vocational courses - such a courses to 
encourage and promote cultural understanding are 
imperative to resettled refugee experiences in all parts 
of Australia.  

• Gender-sensitive service provision -  Women and 
mothers are often excluded from cultural or vocational 
courses. Service providers need to be more inclusive 
and encourage participation by offering child care 
services and out of school tutoring. 
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Achieving unity in 
diversity 
Moderator  
Tim O’Connor: Communications Director, Refugee Council 
of Australia  
Speakers  
Elizabeth Lang: Youth representative and human rights 
advocate 
Prudence Melom: Community representative and founder, 
E-raced 
Melika Sheikh-Eldin: Manager of Settlement Support 
Services, AMES Australia  
Jana Favero: Director of Advocacy and Campaigns, Asylum 
Seeker Resource Centre 

 
 

I believe that the one hand cannot 
clap but many hands clap louder. We 
have to bring change but refugees 
and new arrivals have to be ready to 
be a part of that. 

Melika Sheikh-Eldin 

 
 
The session explored innovative and inclusive collaborative 
models of activism and advocacy that can help to promote 
unity as well as diversity. Panelists shared their 
involvement with effective campaigns that have brought 
about social and political change through collaborative 
action, ensured the experiences of people from a refugee 
background are central to activism and advocacy. 

Highlights and Emerging Ideas 
• Seeing refugees as a resource rather than a deficit – 

this shouldn’t be the motivation for working or 
supporting refugees, we should work in this area for 
humanitarian reasons. But we should realise the 
potential of refugees to contribute and be extremely 
productive.  

• To think beyond storying telling to true empowerment. 
• Collaborative sector wide lobbying 

 
 

 
‘E-raced’ 

An initiative called ‘E-raced’, is working to 
erase racism across Australia. Young people 
from refugee and migrant backgrounds are 
supported to up skill in public speaking skills 
to bring their advocacy to schools in regional 
and rural areas. They present a 45min-1hr 
session sharing stories of their journeys and 
offering one on one time to ask questions. 
Often they will speak to young children in 
rural areas who are not aware of the 
multicultural diversity in other areas. E-raced 
is a fun and entertaining way to educate 
young Australians and erase the negative 
perceptions that arise from lack of 
interactions with people from refugee 
backgrounds. The aim is to build more 
tolerant, understanding and supportive 
communities... 

 
 

What are the alternatives? 
• Utilise ‘Words that Work’ -  use forums to reach 

people using values and solutions by implementing 
three key steps: establish legitimacy as a trusted 
voice, create space to reflect on values, transition to 
shared values, and progress internalised attitudinal 
change.  

• Move beyond storytelling – ensure refugees have 
agency over their own lives.  

• Community consultation - people need to be 
consulted through their resettlement journey to have 
their ideas included. 

• National conversation -  schools, individuals and 
communities need to move to further political 
engagement, including involvement in community 
action workshops, strategically target people and 
groups who can influence elected representatives, 
connect with people who have lived experience, and 
spread the reach digitally to build a national 
conversation. 
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Every conversation is an opportunity 
and every opportunity is a 
conversation. 

Jana Favero  

 

 
 
‘Words that Work’ 
‘Words that Work’10 embarked on finding 
effective messages that change people's ideas on 
people seeking asylum. Based upon six months of 
research by the Asylum Seeker Resource Centre 
(ASRC), this project engaged experts to discover 
the language that is most effective. The results 
were groundbreaking; connecting with values on a 
human level, rather than facts and statistics has 
the ability to change conversations. ASRC found 
that the right language is driven from compassion 
and shared decency, treads lightly on current 
abuses, is solution orientated, and above all, 
humanises. ‘Words that Work’ found that people 
fall into three groups: Advocates who already 
support the cause (25%), steadfast opponent who 
will never change their minds (25%), and most 
significantly ‘persuadables’ who have the 
capability to shift their opinions (50%). ASRC 
focused on the bulk group, the ‘persuadables’, by 
asking the key questions: What are the key values 
of the Australian population? How can we tie 
these values to the values and experiences of 
refugees seeking Australia’s protection?  

Results found that majority of people would 
consider people seeking asylum when voting in the 
next election, and wanted to make an effort to 
take action on this issue in the community. 
Sharing information, sharing stories, focusing on 
values and solutions has the capability to change 
attitudes and affect change at the federal election 
level. There is hope. 

 
  

                                                                    
 
10 ASRC’s Words that Work- https://www.asrc.org.au/resources/words-that-
work/ 
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Plenary 3:  
Towards the Global 
Compact 
Moderator 
Linda Bartolomei: Former Director, Centre for Refugee 
Research UNSW Sydney 
Rapporteurs  
Arif Hazara: Youth delegate, Global Refugee Youth 
Consultations and UNHCR-NGO consultations  
Atem Atem: Community Advocate and Recipient, John 
Gibson Refugee Community Leadership Grant 2017 
Lilianne Fan: International Director and Co-Founder, 
Geutanyoë Foundation 
Najeeba Wazefadost: CEO, Hazara Women of Australia 

 
 

Refugees are facts of life. It's not an 
issue. They are going to stay with us 
for the foreseeable future. Therefore 
we must respond to refugees with 
dignity and respect because each 
one of them deserves protection, 
and each one of them deserve a life 
with human rights. 

Najeeba Wazefadost 

 
 
The vibrant final session brought together the discussions 
and experience shared at the Conference as well as the 
knowledge and diversity of the participants and audience. 
The Conference itself marked a great platform to bring civil 
society, NGOs, INGOS together to talk about issues and 
bring effective and tangible alternatives within the local, 
regional and international arenas. 
Currently, in too many places across the world, peace, 
stability and sustainable growth remains elusive. Brutal 
and seemingly intractable crisis have devastated the lives 
of millions people and consequently threatened the future 
of generations. There is frustration amongst men, women, 
young people and children in crisis, who feel that their 
voices are not being heard, their capabilities are not being 
recognised, their needs are not being met and their hope 
for peaceful, self-sufficient future are not being realised. 
The absence of political solutions have lead to more 
protracted crisis and displacement. Importantly, panelists 
reiterated that we cannot find solutions without the active 
contributions; people with lived experience have a role to 
play in driving outcomes and should not be omitted from 
decision-making process. Ultimately the desire for lasting, 
sustainable change was resounding. The Conference came 
to a close with all audience members standing together to 
embrace the uplifting singing led by Ajak, marking a 
moment of solidarity. 

 
 
 
Highlights and Emerging Ideas 
Unified Yet Diverse Advocacy 
Advocacy was illuminated in many forms, as rapporteurs 
shared their extraordinary experiences from advocating 
across community platforms, within their own family, and 
advocating for those that are left behind in their country of 
origin. Panelists shared their varied engagement in 
advocacy across their own communities, in regional 
forums, and on international levels. Individuals and 
organisations involved in international advocacy towards 
the UN Global Compacts will draw on the Conference 
outcomes and recommendations to inform their advocacy 
positions.  
Outcomes highlighted that as a sector and as a community, 
we need to break down the boundaries that are keeping 
like-minded advocates apart to create a wider network for 
stronger advocacy. Young people from refugee 
backgrounds need to be actively involved and integral to 
policy and decision-making processes, as they are key to 
adequately solving the issues that other young people face. 
Meaningful input from young people will lead to meaningful 
outcomes.  
 

 
Najeeba’s advocacy journey started at a young 
age within her family and male-dominated 
community. Najeeba explained her road to 
leadership as a double edged problem as she 
needed to also navigate a strictly patriarchal 
society. By sharing her voice in community 
platforms, Najeeba built up her advocacy and 
expanded from local to national and 
international spheres. At all levels, Najeeba 
has worked to bring together activists on a 
regional and international levels of advocacy, 
at the UN and APPRN meetings. Najeeba’s 
desire for change is clear - to promote the 
involvement of women and girls in leadership 
and policymaking processes both regionally 
and globally. If women and girls’ voices are not 
heard, their capabilities aren’t recognised; their 
decision making abilities are denied; and their 
outcomes will be worse off. Women have 
multiple intersecting challenges across their 
communities, often with their own 
conservative cultures as well as within 
Australian society. Najeeba uses her advocacy 
to urge women to become leaders who can 
transform and empower within their own and 
outside communities.  
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Collaboration is key 
The resounding outcome from the Conference is that the 
sector needs to work together as a united body including 
service providers, advocacy, communities, legal bodies and 
policymakers, to present a unified front that can inform 
action and change at all levels. It is a significant challenge 
to synthesise all stakeholders messages, but it is vital to 
avoid fragmentation. Collaborating as a sector to dispel 
fear-driven policy and public opinion can instead bring 
hope and a powerful collaborative message. A targeted 
approach can harness the type of language we need to use 
so people are more receptive and encouraged to stand up.  
However, as much as collective collaboration is powerful 
and vital, panelists expressed the equal importance of 
allowing diversity and nuance to thrive. Speakers reflected 
on bringing together people within their communities to 
discuss shaping their future and ways of collective impact 
to change policy.  Challenging this, the government and 
media generally seek the impossible - a singular voice from 
the many different community members. Being put in the 
position to all say the same things is a product of the 
political environment. 

 

 
Refugee communities have arrived, 
and have a role to play. I am grateful 
to the Refugee Council of Australia 
for providing this opportunity 
because forty per cent of the people 
presented here are members of 
refugee communities or are people 
who have had refugee experiences. 
That to me is a big shift from the way 
we do things in Australia. I have 
been a refugee before, and meetings 
like this have been held before 
talking about what to do with me, 
how to help me or how to stop me 
from not going anywhere. I'm glad to 
be here because I can say I am 
contributing to the solutions. I hope 
that will be copied globally and have 
many more opportunities to have a 
say in the things that matter to us. 

Atem Atem 

 



 

 

 


