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AUSTRALIAN HUMAN RIGHTS COMMISSION 

NATIONAL ANTI-RACISM FRAMEWORK 
The Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA) is the national umbrella body for refugees, people seeking 
asylum and the organisations and individuals who work with them. RCOA promotes the adoption of 
humane, lawful, and constructive policies by governments and communities in Australia and 
internationally towards refugees, people seeking asylum and humanitarian entrants. RCOA consults 
regularly with its members, community leaders and people from refugee backgrounds, and this 
submission is informed by their views.  

This submission provides comment on the draft National Anti-Racism Framework (the Framework) 
published by the Australian Human Rights Commission (the Commission). The Framework will be a long 
term, central reference point to guide actions on anti-racism by government, non-government 
organisations, business, communities, and other sectors.  

Over 900,000 people have come to Australia as refugee and humanitarian entrants, fleeing persecution 
and other forms of ill-treatment. Over the years, numerous concerns have been raised at RCOA’s 
community consultations about policies and practices which undermine the successful settlement of 
people from refugee backgrounds.  

This submission is in two parts. Part one focuses on the experience of refugees and people seeking 
asylum, and the impacts of racism and racial vilification on their communities, social inclusion and 
community cohesion. Part two responds to the consultation questions and how the draft Framework can 
be strengthened to respond to their experiences. 

1.   Racism, Refugees and People Seeking Asylum 

1.1 Over the years, RCOA has conducted research on multiculturalism and social cohesion and has analysed 
the impact of refugee and asylum policies on community cohesion. This section of the submission draws 
on this previous work.12 

   Effect of racism on refugees and people seeking asylum 

1.2 Racist behaviour has significant impacts on a person’s engagement in the community. People from 
refugee backgrounds consulted by RCOA have shared many experiences of racism at work, in public 
places, on public transport and in social activities such as sporting clubs. These experiences of racism 
cause people to disengage from community life. Many have told us how they no longer go out in public 
because of experiences of racially motivated verbal and physical abuse. This had led to isolation, 
exclusion and mental health issues.  

 
1.3 Racism also has a significant impact on a person’s physical and mental health. Many people have talked 

of experiences of depression, anxiety due to racial abuse and vilification. There has been significant 

 
1 Refugee Council of Australia (2015), A place to call home? The impact of Australia’s refugee and asylum seeker policies on community 
cohesion, www.refugeecouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Place-to-Call-Home_accessible.pdf 
2 Refugee Council of Australia (2017 ) Submission on the Stengthening Multiculturalism inquiry - Select Committee on Strengthening 
Multiculturalism, www.refugeecouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Strengthening_multiculturalism.pdf 
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academic research into the impacts of racism on mental health, which has found an ‘association between 
self-reported racism and ill health for oppressed racial groups.’3  

 
1.4 Racism is also a significant issue for refugee communities in the workplace. Racism can have significant 

impacts on a person’s work, productivity and rapport with employees. Some people have spoken of their 
fear going to work because of the racist abuse they encounter.  

 
1.5 Refugee communities’ experience of education is also significantly affected by racism. Some have 

discussed being verbally abused by classmates and teachers, as well as being treated unfairly because 
of their race. Teachers have verbally attacked students because of the colour of their skin or because of 
their cultural background. These abuses can hinder people’s participation at schools, significantly 
affecting a person’s engagement in education and later employment. Participants in the consultations 
have also raised concerns about the assumptions that their limited English language skills mean they are 
poorly educated or not intelligent.  

 
1.6 Racism affects the settlement of newly arrived communities. For those who are new to Australia, finding 

housing, employment and participating in public life are vital to ensuring successful settlement. As 
discussed above, racism affects a person’s participation in community life, education and employment, 
thus hindering vital aspects of the settlement process.  

 
1.7 Racism harms not just the individual, but the society as a whole. It deepens mistrust, casting suspicion 

on all sides. It can alter the targets’ perceptions of the Australian community, as they fear that most 
Australians are racist, thus impairing social cohesion. Consultation participants have expressed concern 
that, because of the negative stereotypes and racist comments directed at them, they would not be 
‘accepted’ into the Australian community. Such experiences have ongoing negative consequences for 
communities’ settlement and their health and wellbeing.  

   Racism and political debate on refugees and people seeking asylum 

1.8 For several years, the tenor of the public and political debate on refugees has been one of the most 
consistent concerns raised in our consultations with refugee communities, service providers and 
community groups. Refugees and people seeking asylum in Australia have been demonised as ‘illegal’, 
as potential terrorists, and as criminals.   

 
1.9 Former refugees have expressed significant concern at the racist and derogatory comments directed 

towards people seeking asylum. This negative portrayal by some politicians and public figures has 
encouraged racial abuse towards refugee and asylum seeker communities.  

 
1.10 While the impact is greatest on those who arrive by boat, many former refugees who were resettled in 

Australia also told us that they felt unsafe and unwelcome by parts of the Australian community. African 
community members in Brisbane, for example, reported shops being defaced with graffiti urging Africans 
to ‘go back to your country’. Some former refugees have told us that media stereotypes make it difficult 
for them to engage with the wider community, especially when looking for jobs, and that Australians miss 
the chance to see what they can do and how they can contribute.  

 
1.11 RCOA has and continues to express concern about the increasingly divisive tone of public debate, by the 

media, public figures and politicians. Such comments effectively serve to condone and even encourage 

 
3 Y Paradies (2006), 'A Systematic Review of Empirical Research on Self-Reported Racism and Health’,35(4) International Journal of 
Epidemiology: p. 888 
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racist behaviour. For the past five decades, Australia has transformed itself successfully and peacefully 
from an almost exclusively white society to one of the world’s most diverse nations. It has done so in part 
through strong political leadership and a commitment to an inclusive multicultural agenda.  

 
1.12 If people are made to feel unwelcome, if racism is not only tolerated but implicitly encouraged, and if the 

focus of government policies shifts to exclusion from inclusion, we are setting people up to fail. At the 
same time, we risk undermining the cohesive and largely harmonious nation we have fought so hard to 
build.  

2. Response to submission questions 

  Guiding principles 

2.1 The concept paper4 states the Framework should be informed by Australia’s obligations under 
international law including the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women, Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities. RCOA strongly urges the Commission to include the International Convention Relating to the 
Status of Refugees (Refugee Convention) as one of the human rights obligations.  
 

2.2 There is a clear intersection of racial discrimination and refugees. Racism, xenophobia and discrimination 
are root causes of forced displacement throughout the world, affecting tens of millions of refugees 
worldwide.5 Further, the Refugee Convention includes race in its definition of a refugee: 
 

“someone who is unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a well-founded 
fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular 
social group, or political opinion.”6 

 
2.3  The concept paper also refers to the importance of utilising an intersectional approach which recognises 

the consequences of two or more forms of discrimination interacting. Inclusion of the Refugee Convention 
would also be in recognition of the Australian Government’s continued actions which demonise people 
seeking asylum. These actions are in contradiction of Australia’s obligations under the Refugee 
Convention and the objectives outlined in the draft Framework.  
 
Recommendation 1 Include the Refugee Convention in the Framework 

RCOA recommends inclusion of the Refugee Convention as one of the international law instruments that 
inform the Framework.  

National outcome 1: The nature, prevalence, and incidence of racism in Australia is understood  

2.4 To be effective, there needs to be consistency in data collection methods and fields across all levels of 
government, institutions and services involved in implementation of the Framework. Inconsistent data 
collection will result in low quality data that is not comparable. This will hinder the understanding of the 
prevalence, incidence and intersectional occurrence of racism in Australia.  

2.5 RCOA is aware that refugee communities often face challenges such as less familiarity with Australian 
society, laws, social and service systems. This may result in under reporting of racism by these 
communities.  

 
4 Australian Human Rights Commission (2021), Concept paper for a National Anti-Racism Framework March, p.11 
5 United Nations High Commission for Refugees, Guidance on racism and xenophobia, p.3, www.unhcr.org/5f7c860f4.pdf 
6 United Nations High Commission for Refugees, 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10.html 
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2.6 When incidents are reported, RCOA encourages data collection on the victims’ visa type as this will 
support information from communities about their experience of racism and support targeted anti-racism 
work. In addition, data such as language/s spoken, need for interpreter, year of arrival in Australia should 
also be collected. This data will also assist in identifying the drivers of racism.  

2.7 Implementation of data collection standards will result in quality information about the nature and 
prevalence of racism. The standards are to be developed with relevant agencies and include training of 
staff to ensure understanding and consistency in implementation.  

 

Recommendation 2 Data collection to include visa type 

RCOA recommends that data collection on racial discrimination include information about the victims' 
visa type, language/s spoken, need for interpreter and year of arrival in Australia.  
 
National outcome 2: Australia has an effective legal framework to protect people from racial 
discrimination and racial hatred 

2.8 The legal framework developed to protect people from racial discrimination must include mechanisms 
that protect non-citizens and provide support and opportunities for them to seek redress when they 
experience racial discrimination. Non-citizens include permanent residents, students, temporary 
protection and bridging visa holders. There are approximately 18,000 people seeking asylum that 
Australia has confirmed need refugee protection but has denied them permanent visas. They will never 
become citizens or face significant barriers to gaining citizenship. This group has been restricted to 3–5-
year temporary protection visas. 

2.9 It is important that non-citizens such as temporary protection visa holders have access to mechanisms 
which protect them from racial vilification and discrimination.  

Recommendation 3 Non-citizens are protected from racial discrimination 

RCOA recommends the legal framework protects non-citizens (permanent residents, students, temporary 
protection and bridging visa holders) against racial discrimination.  

 
National outcome 3: All Australian Governments commit to eradicating racism and racial discrimination 
through their actions  
 

The role of local government 

2.10 There are three levels of government in Australia – federal, state/territory and local. All three tiers need 
to commit to the eradication of racism by adopting the Framework. The draft Framework only refers to 
Commonwealth and state/territory governments. Excluding local governments is a missed opportunity for 
inclusion of local policies and place-based initiatives which support social cohesion and promote anti-
racism.  

2.11 RCOA recommends local government be included in the Framework due to its proximity to communities. 
Councils have been identified as the level of government which is vital in establishing a sense of 
community, especially for culturally diverse residents.7 RCOA’s Refugee Welcome Zone initiative is the 

 
7 M Boese and M Philips (2017), The role of local government in migrant nad refugee settlement in regional and rural Australia,  
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evidence of the important role local councils can have in promoting community harmony, facilitating social 
cohesion and respect for human rights and dignity in local communities.8  

2.12 Local governments demonstrate their commitment to state/territory anti-discrimination legislation 
through the adoption of policies and strategies which support fair and equitable practices, organisational 
culture and involvement in decision making for people who face barriers to participation or experience 
discrimination. These policies and strategies often aim to ensure that Council services, programs and 
decisions do not further compound inequality and discrimination in local communities. They include 
tangible projects and initiatives to address local issues such as racism by strengthening social and 
cultural inclusion and taking a stand against racism.  

Political leadership  

2.13 It is essential to address the increasingly divisive political rhetoric, especially from Parliamentarians. Over 
the past decade, we have seen political leaders use racism and anti-refugee rhetoric to divide our 
community. These attacks serve to undermine the success of over 50 years of multicultural policy that 
has been supported by all sides of Government.  

2.14 This is seen particularly in asylum policies, where successive Governments have implemented 
increasingly inhumane policies towards people who seek safety on our shores. As recent history shows, 
such as through the leadership of former Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser, inclusive refugee policies can 
be implemented with the support of the community, through strong and positive leadership. We need 
such political leadership now.  
 
Recommendation 4 Ensure local government is included in the Framework 

RCOA recommends that the Framework include local government and require it to commit to and identify 
actions it will take to eradicate racism.  

Recommendation 5 Make elected officials accountable 

RCOA recommends the Framework require all levels of Government to reject political discourse that 
demonises any group including refugees and people seeking asylum. The Framework should also include 
accountability measures for politicians if their actions and comments breach the actions in the 
Framework.   

 
National outcome 4: There is broad based community understandings of racism and racial 
discrimination, and how to counter it.  

2.15 When developing anti-racism education and awareness programs, it is important the programs are centred 
on the experience and voices of people who have experienced racism. Individuals with lived experience 
must be included, in meaningful ways, in the development and evaluation of educational packages and 
campaigns.  
 

2.16 Education should have specific campaigns for different cohorts in the community including schools and 
workplaces to ensure a broad reach. Awareness programs should include what constitutes racism, the 
harm caused by racism, and anti-racist social norms. Education should also include practical tips and 
guides on how individuals can be an anti-racist bystander and call out everyday racism when it occurs. 
Anti-racist bystander action is taken by ordinary people in response to the incidents of interpersonal or 

 
8 Refugee Council of Australia (2013), Refugee Welcome Zones: Local councils building a culture of welcome for refugees, p.3 
www.refugeecouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/2013-RWZ-Final-Report.pdf 
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systemic racism.9 Bystanders are not directly involved as targets or perpetrators of racism. They 
communicate their displeasure with racist behaviours or practices, unsettle normalised situations, 
displace taken for granted acts and utterances of everyday racism. Bystander anti-racism shifts the 
burden of fighting racism from the targets of racism to the broader society.  
 

2.17  Educational campaigns should include examples of bystander actions to counter interpersonal racism 
(i.e. interactions between people that result in avoidable and unfair inequalities across different racial, 
ethnic, cultural or religious groups) and systemic racism (i.e. requirements, conditions, practices, policies 
or processes that result in avoidable and unfair inequalities across different racial, ethnic, cultural or 
religious groups).10 To be effective, education programs should include practical tips to address concerns 
of bystanders such as risk to personal safety, social status and weak social norms.  
 
Recommendation 6 Education campaigns are informed by lived experience 

RCOA recommends that anti-racism campaigns be developed in consultation with people with lived 
experience of racism. These campaigns should include actions on how to be an anti-racist bystander.  

 
National outcome 5: All sectors of society commit to countering and preventing racism, and community 
partnerships are formed. 

2.18  Among the priority areas in which racism is known to have a significant effect on refugees, people    
seeking asylum and other humanitarian entrants are employment, education and the media.  
Employment  

2.19 Getting a stable, properly paid and fulfilling job is a significant factor in feeling included in Australia. 
Employment assists new arrivals to Australia to build community connections, hone their language skills, 
recover from past trauma and develop a sense of belonging. Racism and discrimination have been 
identified in research and consistently through RCOA’s community consultations as significant barriers to 
refugees and humanitarian entrants finding and sustaining employment.  

 

2.20 Berman et al’s11 comprehensive research on racial and religious discrimination in employment found 
evidence of: discrimination in recruitment; underemployment and lack of recognition of qualifications; 
discrimination and disadvantage in accessing and utilising job search agencies; overrepresentation of 
migrants in low skilled, low paid employment; under-representation of migrants in the public sector; bias 
against migrants in promotion; intimidation in the workplace; religious discrimination; additional 
discrimination related to gender; discrimination in small and medium enterprises; racism in the media 
and stereotyping of communities; and difficulties accessing the complaints process.12 

 
2.21 Refugees and humanitarian entrants are often highly motivated to work and many have ample capacity to 

participate in the Australian workforce (either having arrived with the requisite skills and experience or 
having developed them after arrival) but are frequently prevented from doing so by these systemic 
barriers. Participants in RCOA’s consultations with refugee communities regularly speak of their 

 

9 J Nelson, K Dunn and Y Paradies (2011), Bystander Anti-Racism: A review of the literature, Analyses of Social Issues and Public Policy, 11(1) 
www.westernsydney.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/268118/Nelson_Dunn_Paradies2011.pdf 
 
10 op cit 
 
12 Gabrielle Berman and the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission (2008), Harnessing Diversity: Addressing racial and 
religious discrimination in employment, ww.humanrightscommission.vic.gov.au/component/k2/item/174-harnessing-diversity-
addressingracial-and-religious-discrimination-in-employment-jun-2008?Itemid=671/ 
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frustration and disappointment at not being able to gain access to the Australian labour market or fully 
apply their skills, experience and determination in the workplace.  

Education  

2.22  As many community members and settlement service providers have noted, it is in schools that anti-
racism strategies will be most effective for strengthening the future of multiculturalism. There is an 
opportunity to examine the presentation of refugee issues and the human cost of conflict and persecution 
in the national curriculum.  

2.23 The Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority has committed to reviewing the national 
curriculum every six years.13 This review presents an opportunity to update and/or incorporate content to 
align with the Framework. The current curriculum framework reflects changes in our world, including the 
reality of global integration and increased international mobility. As a consequence, it is recognised that 
Australian students need to “nurture an appreciation of, and respect for, social, cultural and religious 
diversity, and a sense of global citizenship”. Developing educational resources to fulfil these goals is 
essential. 

The media  

2.24 Through RCOA’s community consultations, concerns have been consistently raised about the media’s 
portrayal of issues relating to refugees and people seeking asylum and how this perpetuates racist 
attitudes and negative stereotypes. It has been widely noted that misinformation and negative coverage 
far outweigh facts and positive stories of people seeking asylum and former refugees.  

 
2.25 Media coverage concerning people seeking asylum in Australia who arrive by boat is particularly 

problematic. The publication of this material in the most popular forms of public media has a significant 
impact on the daily lives of those trying to settle and develop a sense of belonging here in Australia. These 
effects extend well beyond the community of people seeking asylum and humanitarian entrants and 
impact on refugee communities more broadly and on public support for Australia’s Refugee and 
Humanitarian Program in general. 

 
Recommendation 7 Prioritise employment, education, and media  

RCOA recommends prioritising partnerships which aim to counter and prevent racism with employers, 
educational institutes, and media outlets.  
 
National Outcome 6:  All sectors of society commit to ensuring communities vulnerable to racism and 
racial discrimination are adequately represented and have effective participation in all areas of public 
life.   

2.26 RCOA acknowledges the unique experience and views of people with lived experience of forced 
displacement. Inclusion of people with lived refugee experience in decision making often results in more 
effective policies, strategies and programs which affect their lives. In recognition of these benefits, RCOA 
encourages financial compensation when this expertise is sought.  

 
2.27 RCOA supports the Frameworks’ approach of ensuring communities that are the target of racism are 

represented in decision making processes that affect their lives. For this to be meaningful, participation 
barriers must be removed. Those barriers include lack of awareness of participation opportunities, lack 
of familiarity of Australian bureaucratic and service systems, selection criteria based on citizenship 
status, requirements for local work experience and qualifications; proficiency in English; and limited 

 
13See https://acara.edu.au/curriculum 
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access to language support. Timing of activities to enable participation outside normal business hours 
and reimbursement of any out-of-pocket expenses such as travel are all necessary steps.  

 

Recommendation 8 Remove participation barriers 

RCOA recommends the development of practical strategies that remove barriers to refugee communities' 
participation in public life.  

 

National Outcome 7: All Australian Governments commit to addressing racial inequality and adopt 
targeted and appropriate measures to address it 

2.28 Tailoring responses to racism should not only focus on specific areas such as education, employment and 
the media, but also on different geographical locations. As many community members and service 
providers have noted, there are differences in the way in which racism and discrimination manifest 
themselves across rural and urban locations. This diversity should be reflected in the National Anti-
Racism Framework.  

2.29 Some rural and regional areas have a strong and well-established history of supporting migrants and 
refugees and other newcomers, whereas other communities may feel more threatened and respond 
differently to change and the diversifying of their local community. Ensuring that any anti-racism strategy 
includes local place-based initiatives as well as a broad national campaign will strengthen its impact 
overall. 

 
Recommendation 9 Tailored geographic approaches  

RCOA recommends tailored geographic approaches to address racism and racial inequality.  
 
National Outcome 8: Measures to address racism, racial discrimination and racial inequality 
complement measures to strengthen multiculturalism, social inclusion, and Indigenous reconciliation. 

2.30 RCOA welcomes the linking of the Framework and the Social Cohesion Statement. Together, these 
initiatives can have a positive impact and support a socially inclusive community with positive social 
discourse on diversity, respect and an active stance against racist attitudes and behaviours. For this to 
occur, both initiatives need to be adequately resourced (human and financial) to ensure long term 
complementary outcomes can be achieved for both. Without sufficient resources, the Framework will not 
be successful in addressing the increasing concerns of Australians about racism.  

Recommendation 10 The Framework should be adequately resourced 

RCOA recommends the Framework be adequately resourced to support its implementation.  
 

3     Existing programs and resources for anti-racism initiatives 
3.1   RCOA is aware of many best practice examples of initiatives that address racism; encourages  social 

inclusion, social cohesion, and diversity. Specific examples of leading practice initiatives include: 
 

Refugee Week  
3.2   Refugee Week is an initiative of RCOA which has been celebrated since 1986. The annual week-long 

celebrations which includes World Refugee Day (June 20), informs the public about refugees and 
celebrates their positive contributions to Australian society.  

 
3.3    Refugee Week aims:  

http://www.refugeeweek.org.au/
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• to educate the Australian public about who refugees are and why they have come to Australia; 
• to help people understand the many challenges refugees face coming to Australia; 
• to celebrate the contribution refugees make to our community; 
• to focus on how the community can provide a safe and welcoming environment for refugees; 
• for community groups and individuals to do something positive for refugees, people seeking 

asylum and displaced people, within Australia but also around the world; and 
• for service providers to reflect on whether they are providing the best possible services to 

refugees. 
 

3.4   Each year, schools, community organisations, government agencies and businesses host hundreds of 
celebrations which create a culture of welcome throughout the country.  
 

3.5     As part of its coordination role, RCOA sets the dates and theme for Refugee Week each year and provides 
the resources to assist in organising the celebrations. RCOA also produces promotional material and 
seeks to gain media coverage about refugee stories during the Week.14  
 
Refugee Welcome Zones     

3.6    Refugee Welcome Zones (RWZ) is an initiative of RCOA. A RWZ is a Local Government Area (LGA) which 
has made a public commitment to welcoming refugees into the community, upholding their human rights, 
demonstrating compassion, enhancing cultural and religious diversity in the community and recognising 
the strength, resilience and significant contribution refugees and people seeking asylum make to 
Australian society.15  

 

3.7 By making this Declaration, councils are encouraged in their continuing efforts to support the men, 
women and children who make the difficult journey to Australia to seek our protection. There are currently 
168 councils that have declared themselves Refugee Welcome Zones by signing the Refugee Welcome 
Zone Declaration. The initiative has proven to be a great success in connecting local governments with 
the issues facing refugees and people seeking asylum.  

 
3.8 Councils enact their commitment through the implementation of a diverse range of activities which meet 

the needs of local refugee communities. The success of this initiative lies in the tailored responses of 
each council to local needs. Some programs target specific ages, genders or cultural groups, whilst others 
target specific social issues such as racism and barriers to employment.  

 
3.9  To further support councils' interest in refugee and asylum issues, A Refugee Welcome Zone Leadership 

Forum was formed in 2020. There are currently eight councils involved in strengthening the role of the 
RWZ network and driving the strategic directions of the initiative.  
 

Face to Face Program  

3.10 The Face-to-Face program aims to build community harmony and to increase awareness of and 
understanding about refugees through presentations to schools and community groups or as part of 
professional development activities. It aims to promote social cohesion by addressing negative 
perceptions and raising public awareness about refugees, their journeys and their contributions to 

 
14 More information about Refugee Week is available at www.refugeeweek.org.au/overview   
15 Refugee Council of Australia (2013), Refugee Welcome Zone: Local councils building a culture of welcome for refugees, p.3 
www.refugeecouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/2013-RWZ-Final-Report.pdf 

https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/2013-RWZ-Final-Report.pdf
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Australia. This is part of a broader strategy of promoting education on social justice, peace and human 
rights to the Australian community.  

3.11 The Face-to-Face program has been delivered since 2014 and is co-presented by a speaker from a refugee 
background and a representative of RCOA. Presentations are tailored for primary and secondary students, 
teachers, community groups and businesses, covering: 

• who refugees are and where they come from 
• facts about refugees worldwide and in Australia 
• the conditions refugees face overseas 
• Australia’s refugee policies 

                                                                                                                                                                               
3.12 The refugee speakers share personal stories of their journey to safety and give students and community 

members the opportunity to learn face-to-face about refugees, their experiences and their contributions 
to Australia. Prior to presentations, the speakers undergo public speaking training and are supported to 
develop their stories. They are paid for their time developing and delivering presentations.  

                                                                                                                                                                            
3.13 The presentation package also includes a comprehensive Resource Guide for teachers containing links 

to lesson plans, follow-up activities and further reading, as well as information on how to support and 
advocate for people from refugee backgrounds. 

                                                                                                                                                                               
3.14 In the 2021 calendar year, 6,686 school students, businesses and community groups participated in 

Face-to-Face workshops. Some workshops were adapted for online delivery due to the COVID19 
pandemic. Participants continue to provide overwhelmingly positive feedback about the sessions, citing 
the insights on the refugee journey and the personal stories of speakers as highlights. Participants also 
stated they gained an increased understanding of how they can support refugee and asylum seeker 
communities through what they learnt in the sessions.  

 
3.15 More information about the Face-to-Face program is available at www.refugeecouncil.org.au/f2f-overview. 

 
Refugee Camp In My Neighbourhood  

3.16 Since 2014, the Refugee Camp in My Neighbourhood (RCIMN) project has shared the journey of refugees 
residing in western Sydney. The project aims to develop a greater understanding and support for refugees 
in Australia. It is managed by a working group of community partners. 

 
3.17 The collaborative project involved a co-design process with more than 30 partners and 140 community 

people from various refugee backgrounds to develop the concept and tour content. The outcome is a 
simulated ‘refugee journey’ that takes participants on an interactive journey exploring some of the 
challenges and experiences refugees face in their search for safety and trying to access resettlement in 
another country.  

 
3.18 Tours of the journey are led by Tour Guides from refugee and asylum seeker backgrounds. The tour 

explores both refugee camp and urban city environments with replica displays including items from actual 
refugee camp settings and multimedia elements provided by community members.  Tours are tailored for 
the general public, staff working with refugees, and primary/high school groups.   
 

3.19 Over 10,000 people have participated in the simulated journey and over 150 people from refugee and 
asylum seeker backgrounds have been employed as Tour Guides. A comprehensive evaluation is 
undertaken each year by all stakeholders. The findings show the project has had a significant impact on 
all stakeholders – tour guides, volunteers, refugee community organisations, and tour participants. Each 

http://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/f2f-overview
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year, tour participants indicate a strong shift from no knowledge/some knowledge of refugee experiences 
and issues before participating in a tour to a high level of knowledge after completing a tour.  
 

3.20 More information is available at www.refugeecampauburn.com.au.  

4.    Challenges and enablers to work on anti-racism 

Call it what it is 

4.1 Australia is a signatory to the 1965 International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination (CERD). The federal Department of Home Affairs coordinates national celebrations for the 
International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination on 21 March each year. The week-long 
celebrations are referred to as ‘Harmony Week’ and focus on celebrating Australia’s multiculturalism and 
the successful integration of migrants into the community.16 
 

4.2 Whilst it is important to encourage and celebrate inclusion, respect and belonging of all Australians, the 
International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination focuses on an active stance against racism. 
This day is observed internationally to commemorate the day police in Sharpeville, South Africa killed 69 
people and injured more than 300, at a peaceful demonstration against apartheid “pass laws” in 1960. 
In 1970, the United Nations General Assembly agreed to a week of solidarity with people fighting against 
racism and racial discrimination, beginning on 21 March each year.17 The week is a reminder of the 
collective responsibility to fight all forms of racial discrimination. To be truly reflective of the intention and 
purpose of the International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, it needs to be renamed with 
resources and activities that reflect the true history and purpose of the day. Calling it Harmony Day or 
Harmony Week detracts from the fact that racism and racial vilification continue to exist in Australia. A 
focus on ‘harmony’ places the onus on targets of racial discrimination to speak out and ignores the 
systemic and institutionalised forms of racisms prevalent in society.   
 

4.3 The National Anti-Racism Framework presents an opportunity to create a society which is not only 
intolerant of racism, but also proactively fights against it at the interpersonal and systemic levels. To 
achieve this, racism must be called what it is - ambiguous terms such as harmony must not be used. By 
calling racism what it is, it confronts everyday and normalised actions, such as jokes. The anti-racist 
stance creates a social norm which is intolerant of racism.   

                                                                                                                                                                                  
4.4 In addition, for the Framework to be effective, a consistent approach in all government legislation and 

practice is required. This consistency will support an anti-racist stance and encourage bystanders to call 
out racism when it occurs.  
 
Recommendation 11 
RCOA recommends that the name and purpose of Harmony Day celebrated on 21 March be changed to 
better reflect the intention of the day and Australia’s obligations under the CERD.   
 
 
 
 
 

 
16 Department of Home Affairs, Harmony Week www.harmony.gov.au/about  
17 United Nations, International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, www.un.org/en/observances/end-racism-day 

http://www.refugeecampauburn.com.au/
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5     Summary of recommendations 

Recommendation 1 Include the Refugee Convention in the Framework 
RCOA recommends inclusion of the Refugee Convention as one of the international law instruments that 
inform the Framework. 

Recommendation 2   Data collection to include visa type 
RCOA recommends that data collection on racial discrimination reports include information about the 
victims visa type, language/s spoken, need for interpreter and year of arrival in Australia.  

Recommendation 3  Non citizens are protected from racial discrimination 
RCOA recommends the legal framework protects non citizens (permanent residents, temporary 
protection and bridging visa holders) against racial discrimination.  

Recommendation 4   Ensure local government is included in the Framework 
RCOA recommends that the Framework include local government and require it to commit to and identify 
actions it will take to eradicate racism.  

Recommendation 5   Make elected officials accountable 
RCOA recommends the Framework require all levels of Government to reject political discourse that 
demonises any group including refugees and people seeking asylum. The Framework should also include 
accountability measures for politicians if their actions and comments breach the actions in the 
Framework. 

Recommendation 6   Education campaigns are informed by lived experience 
RCOA recommends that anti-racism campaigns be developed in consultation with people with lived 
experience of racism. The campaigns should include anti-racist bystander action.  

Recommendation 7   Prioritise employment, education, and media   
RCOA recommends prioritising partnerships which aim to counter and prevent racism with employers, 
educational institutes, and media outlets.   

Recommendation 8   Remove participation barriers  
RCOA recommends the development of practical strategies that remove barriers to refugee communities' 
participation in public life.   

Recommendation 9   Tailored geographic approaches  
RCOA recommends tailored geographic approaches to address racism and racial inequality.  

Recommendation 10   The Framework should be adequately resourced 
RCOA recommends the Framework be adequately resourced to support its implementation.  

Recommendation 11   Change the purpose and name of Harmony Day  
RCOA recommends that the name and purpose of Harmony Day celebrated on 21 March be changed to 
better reflect the intention of the day and Australia’s obligations under the CERD. 

 


