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Welcome 
Paul Power: CEO of Refugee Council of Australia.

For all of us, this year continues to be filled with 
challenges. But I am heartened by the work RCOA 
continues to do, striving to achieve equitable and decent 
treatment for refugees and people seeking asylum.

TThis month, I am pleased to bring you an update on the 
significant inroads we are making in our work alongside 
other prominent groups and decision makers.

Changes in the Federal Ministry have created new 
opportunities for advocacy focused on trying to achieve 
positive practical outcomes for people affected by the 
harshest aspects of government policy.

We have had numerous meetings this year with key 
decision makers including Home Affairs Minister Karen 
Andrews, Immigration Minister Alex Hawke, ministerial 
advisers and senior Department of Home Affairs officials.

Our discussions have focused on seeking the release of 
people from immigration detention, finding practical 
solutions for refugees affected by the offshore processing 
policy, providing pathways to permanency for refugees 
on temporary protection visas and allowing access to 
Australia for refugees who have been granted offshore 
humanitarian visas. While much work needs to be done, 
the discussion and engagement is more constructive than 
it has been for several years.

Having worked closely with the PNG Catholic Bishops 
Conference (CBC) on issues affecting refugees held in 
PNG under Australia’s offshore processing policy, we 
teamed up with CBC to seek a regular dialogue with the 
Department of Home Affairs about how to better address 
this appalling situation. 

The department engaged with PNG’s Immigration 
and Citizenship Authority, and we now hold monthly 

discussions with CBC and representatives of both 
governments. These discussions focus on immediate 
refugee welfare, and how the two governments can begin 
moving towards solutions.

We are rightfully seen as an organisation that can offer 
practical solutions. 

 Of great assistance is the fact that RCOA is involved with 
Operation Not Forgotten (ONF), a program to sponsor 
refugees to Canada. The wonderful news is that we 
have already transferred $3.1 million in donations from 
generous people, such as yourselves, to ONF. 

I am also pleased to report that MOSAIC, our partners in 
ONF, have submitted 229 sponsorship spots for Canada – 
with 139 of those refugees in PNG, Nauru and Australia 
and a further 90 people being separated family members.

Our solutions-focussed approach to these discussions 
strengthens our case to improve access for resettlement 
to US and New Zealand, and also to gain permanent 
residency for the refugee men who want to remain in PNG 
with their local wives and families.

We are actively involved in the Asia Pacific Refugee Rights 
Network, advocating to advance the option of refugee 
resettlement to New Zealand. With our NGO colleagues 
in Wellington, we are lobbying key members of the 
Ardern government with detailed information on the 
current situation. 

Another big focus right now is lobbying the Australian 
government for a more sympathetic approach to 
approving travel exemptions for humanitarian visa holders 
who are effectively blocked from entering the country 
under the travel ban.

It’s a deep concern that people who were assessed by the 
government to be at the greatest need of humanitarian 
settlement, have been stuck in very difficult circumstances 
in countries of asylum for more than a year. 

The sad contradiction is that Australia is granting 
humanitarian visas to refugees in priority need of 
applicant circumstances, but is not considering those same 
circumstances when adjudicating on requests for travel 
exemptions from those same people. 

Serious illness, or living in precarious situations, are 
seen as critical enough reasons to grant a humanitarian 
visa but not enough to grant a travel exemption so these 
permanent visa holders can restart their lives in safety 
in Australia.

We can agree to disagree on specific issues with members 
of the government, but that should not and does not 
preclude us from also looking for practical solutions 
with those same MPs that will help refugees and people 
seeking asylum.

I hope you enjoy our September newsletter and, as 
always, thank you for all you do.
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The pause on Australia’s refugee resettlement program 
has forced thousands of refugees into even further 
uncertainty. Your incredible support is helping us do 
something about this, family by family.

Well over 7,000 refugees who hold permanent visas to 
enter Australia are currently stranded in different parts 
of the world. This is because our COVID-related travel 
restrictions don’t allow the vast majority of humanitarian 
visa holders to obtain an exemption to enter Australia. 

Many of those stranded have already been waiting years 
to restart their lives in a safe country. Some are enduring 
an indefinite wait to be reunited with family already 
living in Australia, as permanent residents or citizens. 

And while they wait, the social, economic and political 
upheavals from which they’re escaping continue to be 
exacerbated by the pandemic. 

Because of generous supporters like you, RCOA has 
been working to address some of the complex barriers 
that prevent humanitarian visa-holders from arriving 
in Australia. In collaboration with the Australian 
government, the UN refugee agency UNHCR, refugee 
community organisations and the settlement sector in 
Australia, we are devising practical solutions that will 
enable us to press restart on resettlement. 

Solutions include: 

  Investigating options for humanitarian visa-holders 
to meet pre-departure requirements such as health 
assessments and accessing flights and quarantine 
spaces outside those allocated to returning 
Australian citizens and residents.

  Calling for exemptions to Australia’s inward travel 
regulation restrictions to be granted to humanitarian 
visa holders on compassionate grounds.

This work is already having an impact. Working with 
our community partners, we have been able to assist a 
number of refugee families to gain exemptions to enter 
Australia and re-start their lives. 

One such family from Iraq were living as refugees in 
Jordan despite being granted humanitarian visas more 
than 18 months ago. The family’s refugee status meant 
that they were unable to access urgent medical care for 
their child, who suffers from a heart condition. We took 
up their case and were overjoyed when we heard that the 
family was granted travel exemptions and was able to 
quickly arrange flights to Australia. After their two weeks 
in quarantine, this family is now beginning a new life in 

Sydney. This is just one example of the transformative 
impact of your support. 

It remains vital that we can easily identify and support 
people and families like this, whose circumstances and 
need have become more urgent. Working with refugee 
advocates and community groups, we’ve been informing 
the families of those stranded on travel restrictions on 
how to apply for exemptions. Arming these families with 
information means they can more effectively work within 
the system to get their loved ones home. 

Since the pandemic began, more than half a million 
people - citizens, permanent residents and a wide 
variety of temporary visitors - have been allowed to 
enter Australia. 

Yet those in desperate circumstances continue to 
wait. Your support has meant that we can stand up for 
these people who are well overdue to start a new life 
in Australia.

Your support of our recent End of Financial Year 
appeal has enabled us to continue to help more 
refugees find a safe home in Australia. We are 
deeply grateful for your compassion and generosity, 
and we look forward to keeping you updated on the 
impact of your support. 

Your impact on helping refugees trapped overseas.

Pictured: Caifas and Istir speak 
with their son, Eliyah, via zoom.

Tax Appeal Update
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The importance of refugee-led advocacy and 
reframing the way people perceive refugees were the 
major themes to emerge from the fifth annual Refugee 
Alternatives Conference, with 70 percent of speakers 
having lived experience of forced displacement. 

Using a COVID-19 lens as a reframing opportunity, 
speakers led thought-provoking and challenging 
panels, and amplified the positive initiatives led on the 
grassroots community level.

Key sessions included: 
   A discussion about the entrenched views in 

Australian society that see refugees as victims and 
focus on their trauma, rather than the attributes they 
have learnt from experiences (resilience, courage, 
resourcefulness, and leadership).

  A discussion about the mental health considerations 
of LGBTQIA+ refugees and people seeking asylum. 

  An exploration of the skills needed to tackle 
everyday instances of racism and bias in human 
rights work.

  An examination of practical solutions for people on 
temporary protection visas.

  A discussion about how young people from refugee 
backgrounds can be involved in shaping the policies 
that impact them; and

  A conversation on the role of local government and 
communities in supporting refugees and people 
seeking asylum.

Pictured: Lisa Button, Michael Lam

Navigating the impact of COVID-19 on grassroots level work  
– sharing stories of resilience from new voices and lived experiences.

Refugee Alternatives 
Conference 2021

“We have an opportunity right now to 
reframe the way the Australian government 
and people generally perceive refugees. 
Currently they’re seen at best as victims of 
trauma who need our help and sympathy, 
and at worst, as a threat to our security and 
way of life. Instead, they should be seen 
as survivors, who are not defined by their 
experience of trauma but rather by the 
courage, resilience and resourcefulness 
they’ve displayed in the face of that 
traumatic experience.“ 

— Kelly Nicholls, Director of Communications, 
Refugee Council of Australia

Despite the continuing challenges of the pandemic, people around  
the world found creative ways to show their support during Refugee Week. 

From June 20-26, people came together around 
Australia - often virtually - to celebrate the unique 
refugee experience. Local councils lit up town halls to 
show their support, virtual events and presentations 
were held, meals were cooked and shared and there 
was once again a prominent array of film screenings.

On June 18, our official virtual launch took place in 
partnership with The Wheeler Centre. This year’s 
theme of ‘Unity’ was recognised with a panel discussion 
exploring the question: What does it take to evolve from 
‘welcome’ to ‘unity’ in a community? 

Community members told the uplifting story of a group 
of Syriac refugees from a land-locked city in Iraq who 
took on the task of building a boat in Geelong. The 
result of this unique project was the construction of not 
only a beautiful boat, but a strong connection between 
communities.  

Making the most of our partnership with SBS Food, 
Adam Liaw on The Cook Up hosted a diverse group 
of 2021 refugee ambassadors and other refugees, 
who cooked some of their favourite meals whilst 
sharing stories.  

The Refugee Council of Australia’s Deputy CEO, Adama 
Kamara, appeared on the ABC’s The Drum, to discuss 
the toll that COVID-19 and the corresponding lack 
of federal government support are taking on people 
with bridging visas. We also ran articles in various 
publications leading up to Refugee Week. 

Our Share a Meal, Share a Story cookbook - which you 
can still purchase on our Refugee Week website - was also 
highlighted in  the media, and National Geographic Kids 
(UK) featured a story about the experiences of refugee 
children coming to Australia. 

We then finished up with the Friday night screening of 
the film Rosemary’s Way, about charismatic changemaker 
Rosemary Kariuki, who is on a mission to empower 
migrant women in suburban Sydney. 

Thank you, Australia, for showing us all the true 
meaning of ‘Unity’.
Refugee Week is made possible each year because of the 
incredible generosity of the organisations that support it.  

We extend our deepest thanks to our Major 
Partners - City of Sydney, City of Melbourne, 
Multicultural NSW and Australian Red 
Cross. We are also grateful to our 
Partner Sponsors - Overseas Services to 
Survivors of Torture and Trauma (OSSTT), 
Baker McKenzie, Multicultural Australia, 
Department of Health, CommuniCare and 
NSW Teacher’s Federation. Finally, all our 
supporters Victorian State Government, St 
Vincent de Paul Society and NSW Service 
for the Treatment and Rehabilitation of 
Torture and Trauma Survivors (STARTTS). 

We are also grateful to our Event Partners: 
Settlement Services International, SBS 
Food and The Wheeler Centre. 

Photo: The Cook Up - SBS Food

Photo: The Cook Up - SBS Food

Top L–R: Elizabeth Lang, Hava Rezaie, Renee Dixson Bottom L–R: Shankar Kasynathan, Deena Yako, Simon Shahin 

Refugee Week 2021  
Creates moments for Unity in challenging times
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“I had no choice  
but to leave”

The incredible experience that transformed the life 
of orthopaedic surgeon, human rights advocate and 
RCOA supporter, Professor Munjed Al Muderis.

One day, in October 1999, three busloads of army 
deserters pulled up to the carpark of the Baghdad hospital 
where Professor Munjed Al Muderis was working as a 
resident surgeon.

The Republican Guards escorting the soldiers ordered the 
surgeons to abandon their elective surgery lists, and begin 
amputating the ears of the deserters. 

When the Director of Surgery refused to perform these 
mutilating procedures, he was immediately executed, in 
front of his entire team.

“They turned to the rest of us and said, ‘now ladies 
and gentlemen, we have your attention. If anyone else 
shares this gentleman’s view, please come forward’,” 
recalls Munjed. 
Wanting neither to die, nor to obey the horrific 
orders, Munjed escaped, hiding for five hours in a 
female bathroom. 

These five hours were the first moments of many years of 
hardship. Munjed fled Bagdad, first to Jordan, then on to 
Malaysia and Jakarta, where he boarded an unseaworthy 

boat crammed with 165 other asylum seekers, heading 
to Australia. 

He arrived on Christmas Island, and was sent to Curtin 
Immigration Detention Centre, where he was stripped of 
his identity, becoming Number 982.

For ten months, Munjed remained in Curtin. He lived in 
limbo - not knowing when he would be released, and with 
no way of contacting his family.

Despite this, he remained hopeful, and made use of his 
time studying his medical anatomy textbook -  the only 
possession he had brought with him from Iraq. 

When Munjed was released, he worked to have his 
medical qualifications recognised. After becoming 
a doctor, he began pursuing his passion for 
orthopedic surgery. 

Now, he is one of the world’s leading surgeons and a 
pioneer of osseointegration, a cutting-edge technology 
that involves surgically implanting robotic prostheses to 
patients who have lost limbs, drastically transforming 
function and mobility. 

He also remains a passionate human rights advocate, 
driven to help improve the lives and outcomes of other 
people who are seeking asylum in Australia. 

Munjed supports RCOA as a regular giver because of his 
personal experience, and his desire to affect policy change 
that will create a safer and more efficient pathway for 
others who are fleeing conflict and terror.

“The world is in a crisis right now,” says Munjed. 
“Millions of people are displaced, and many of them 
spend far longer in immigration detention than I did. 
This is not only inhumane, but a disastrous waste of 
taxpayer funding. 

We need to find more effective pathways for asylum 
for people in need, and the Refugee Council  is 
working to do just that. That’s why I’ve chosen to 
stand with them. I will never forget that there are 
people in need. How could I?”
Find out more about how to become a regular giver, 
contact our Philanthropy Manager Georgie McGrillen 
on georgie.mcgrillen@refugeecouncil.org.au,  
or phone (02) 9211 9333

A passion for change driven by lived experience

Photo: Professor Munjed Al Muderis

As the peak body in the refugee sector, RCOA 
collaborates with nearly 200 members across the 
country, to come up with positive policy solutions. 

Here’s just a few examples of our ‘behind the scenes’ work 
that donors like you make possible. 

Improving our collective advocacy goals and campaigns

This year we asked our member organisations how we 
could improve our work. We’re already implementing our 
findings, including:

  Forming an advocacy and campaigns advisory 
group to ensure a strategic approach to achieving 
our collective advocacy goals. 

  Planning to run national participatory 
consultations with refugee communities, refugee-
led advocacy groups and service providers, to 
ensure our advocacy and campaigns are guided by 
and involve those with lived experience. 

  Developing an overarching messaging and 
communications strategy so we can create a more 
cohesive and effective way to communicate about 
refugee rights and policy that will help us better 
achieve our policy goals.

Bringing emergency relief to refugees during 
the pandemic 

People seeking asylum who are living in the community 
without access to financial support and Medicare are 
some of those at greatest risk for COVID-19. In response, 
RCOA brought together asylum support agencies and 
emergency relief organisations to pursue alternative 
options so that people seeking protection in Australia were 
not left homeless and destitute during the pandemic.

Advocating with PNG Catholic Bishops Conference on 
offshore processing concerns   

Photo: RCOA

Your support in action, behind the scenes

Our long-standing partnership with the Catholic Bishops 
Conference of Papua New Guinea and Solomon Island 
(CBC), and its agency Caritas PNG, has helped us to 
engage with the refugees affected by Australia’s offshore 
processing policy, document their lived experiences and 
advocate for their concerns. 

Since the early days of offshore processing, these 
organisations have been providing much-needed support 
to refugees transferred to PNG by Australia, and West 
Papuan refugees who have been in PNG for decades. 

RCOA recently collaborated with Caritas PNG and 
Geneva-based Global Detention Project to draft a detailed 
report on the experiences of refugees in PNG. The report 
was submitted to the United Nations Human Rights 
Council, ahead of PNG’s Universal Periodic Review at the 
end of 2021. 

In partnership with CBC, we now meet frequently with 
Australian and PNG government decision makers to 
ensure these issues continue to be heard.

Working towards solutions for refugees trapped 
in Indonesia
There are over 14,000 refugees stranded in Indonesia, in 
extremely precarious situations,  due to Australia’s current 
policies prohibiting refugee entry. 

While the Australian Government funds International 
Organization for Migration to provide community 
housing and support for some refugees, the facilities are 
poor. Refugees often lack access to essential services, 
food and healthcare. Overcrowding also leaves refugees 
vulnerable to the spread of diseases such as COVID-19. 

Together with the Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Network, 
and other refugee-led organisations, we are campaigning 
for the Australian Government to take responsibility and 
improve the conditions for refugees in Indonesia. 

Program Update 
Working collectively for better solutions

Photo: Nicola Curby
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RCOA walks the 
talk of promoting 
refugee 
leadership

3800 
people and new audiences reached 
as Face to Face goes digital

Advocating for 
solutions for  

18,000
refugees on 
temporary visas

Helping refugees 
trapped overseas 
find safety in

Australia

New ground 
amplifying 

refugee voices 
across advocacy

Durable solutions for 
refugees in

Nauru & 
PNG

6 reports 
providing crucial 
information to the public

Expanding the reach of

Refugee Week
in 2021 via media 
partnerships

Refugee Welcome 
Zone Leadership 
Group members

12 direct 
submissions 
on key policy issues

229 places 
secured for resettlement in 
Canada via Operation 
Not Forgotten
*Received over an 18 month period

7 

Over 

3,600 hours 
of valuable volunteer time

Mobilising decision 
makers as part of the

Nobody 
Left Behind 
Campaign

High profile

media 
stories generated


