
PAGE 3

Driving 
Policy 
Change

PAGE 6

National 
Ambassadors 
Program Launch

The latest news from the Refugee Council of Australia

PAGE 4

Refugee  
Week 
Celebrations

Spring 2022

Your Voice
Photo is of Dativah 

Nitsios, one of 
RCOA’s Refugee 

Week Ambassadors. 
Credit: Damon Amb



2 Your Voice

At this crucial time, 
with you by our side, 
the Refugee Council 
of Australia (RCOA) is 
seizing the opportunity to 
effect meaningful policy 
change for refugees and 
people seeking asylum.

With a new government in 
office, I’m pleased to bring 

you a post-election update on RCOA’s work behind-the-
scenes in key areas of advocacy, strategy and analysis.

To best leverage the opportunity brought about by a 
change in government, RCOA and the National Refugee-
led Advocacy and Advisory Group (NRAAG) have 
brought together refugee community leaders, member 
organisations and policy experts to form a Strategy 
Group. The Strategy Group is developing a coordinated, 
strategic approach to engage the new government during 
its first year in leadership. 

By working together the Strategy Group is developing 
our collective recommendations on priority policy issues 
for the new government, and creating an advocacy and 
communications strategy that ensures the government is 
engaged on priority issues.

This area of RCOA’s work is important in creating a 
cohesive, coordinated, strategic approach to policy 
change. Throughout the process, we’ve worked closely 
with NRAAG, the Strategy Group’s co-host, and look 
forward to now working with a group that is run both by 
refugee community leaders and member organisations, 
enabling the amplification of refugee voices in sector-
wide strategic decision-making.

In the months following the election, key members of 
the Strategy Group and people with lived experience 
have met to discuss an overarching strategy. Additional 
meetings with experts, advisors and RCOA’s policy team 
have resulted in strategy documents on four key topics:

 � Ending Temporary Protection Visas and Safe Haven 
Enterprise Visas

 � Finding durable solutions for people subject to 
offshore processing

 � Expanding the Refugee and Humanitarian Program

 � Extending financial support for people seeking asylum

You can read more about our strategies and objectives for 
each of these priority areas in the following pages.

Concurrently, I’ve met the new government’s 
Immigration Minister and key advisors, while also 
beginning the process of meeting our government’s 
newly elected MPs. I’ve also written directly to the Prime 
Minister, as well as all government and cross-bench MPs 
outlining RCOA’s key refugee policy concerns.

As you can see, your generous support is enabling 
important progress at this critical time. Please enjoy 
reading more about your inspiring impact in this edition 
of Your Voice. 

Behind the Scenes
My recent meetings with members of crossbench 
and new government, including Immigration 
Minister, Andrew Giles MP, have been very 
encouraging. As we consolidate and build 
relationships, we are witnessing new levels of 
engagement from the Albanese government and a 
true commitment to addressing important issues 
that have gone unresolved for too long.

RCOA’s recent communications have focussed on 
ensuring the new government remains committed 
to their policy promise to end temporary 
protection. 

As I write, no announcement has yet been made 
to end temporary protection. Part of the reason 
for the delay is due to the fact that the government 
wants to announce solutions for all of the ‘Legacy 
Caseload1’, including people whose refugee claims 
have been rejected or have not yet been processed.

While supporting the government to finalise the 
policy change, we’re also pressing for immediate 
action that will lessen the burden and relieve stress 
on refugees and people seeking asylum in the 
short-term. We have suggested immediate change 
to entrenched processes, including altering the way 
visas are issued so people can visit family overseas.

Welcome 
Paul Power: CEO of Refugee Council of Australia.

Photo: Paul Power

1 The ‘legacy caseload’ refers to a group of around 30,000 refugees and people 
seeking asylum, most of whom arrived in Australia between 13 August 2012 
– 1 January 2014. They arrived during the Labor government’s term of office 
and were barred from making an application for protection for up to four years 
following this. The succeeding Coalition government termed this group the 
‘legacy caseload’ and introduced exceptional legislative restrictions to their 
eligibility for protection visas.
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Strategy & Objectives 
for policy change in priority areas

With the new government in place, RCOA is leading 
the way in promoting a coordinated, strategic 
approach to advocating for significant policy change 
in the government’s first year in office. Thanks to your 
important support, we’re creating a clear path to make 
real change in four priority areas:

Ending Temporary Protection
In the lead up to the Federal Election, Anthony Albanese 
made a commitment to end Temporary Protection 
Visas (TPVs) and Safe Haven Enterprise Visas (SHEVs) 
and grant people who’ve been assessed as refugees a 
permanent visa. 

Now, RCOA is working with refugee leaders, legal 
experts and community organisations to collectively 
support a proposal on how this can be done quickly and 
efficiently, so that refugees who’ve been living in limbo 
for several years can finally make Australia their home. 

To facilitate a smooth process, we’re advocating for a 
regulation change that doesn’t require new laws to be 
passed in Parliament and can be implemented by the 
Immigration Minister directly. We hope to see this 
achieved very soon.

Finding durable solutions for people subject to 
offshore processing
While we oppose the new government’s support of 
offshore processing, RCOA is focused on finding 
practical, durable solutions for all people who are still 
subject to this practice.

Following the outstanding support of people like you in 
response to our recent ‘Save the 505’ Appeal, RCOA is 
now coordinating a group of policy experts, medical and 
emergency organisations, UNHCR and others working 
closely on this issue to find solutions for more than 500 
people who are still trapped in the offshore processing 
system without any hope of resettlement. These are 
people who will not benefit from the resettlement deals 
with the United States or New Zealand.

Some of the avenues we’re advocating for include:

 � Reinstating a robust process for medical transfers 
from offshore to Australia based on independent 
medical advice.

 � Granting exemptions to individuals with compelling 
cases that would make their resettlement in third 
countries impractical e.g. split families. 

 � Reviewing the changes made to the Regional 
Resettlement Agreement with PNG at the end of 2021.

 � Improving transparency and oversight, as well 
as openness to independent advice, regarding 
management of offshore processing. 

Expanding the Humanitarian Program
Since being elected, the Albanese Government has 
reiterated its aspiration to almost double Australia’s 
Humanitarian Program.

This is an important commitment as a vast chasm 
exists between the need for resettlement and the places 
available. Change is vital as Australia is currently 
running its smallest Humanitarian Program in 45 years, 
granting visas to only 5,497 refugees in 2020-21. 

To support the new government’s expansion plans, 
RCOA is working with a range of partners to provide 
practical, evidence-based advice on how to build a 
resettlement program that’s strategic, responsive, 
impactful and builds on the strong support of 
communities in Australia.

Extending financial support for people seeking asylum
Over the past eight years, dramatic cuts to the Status 
Resolution Support Service (SRSS) Program, along with 
its narrow eligibility criteria has meant very few people 
seeking asylum qualify for financial and other basic 
support. Additionally, people can wait up to eight years 
or more for their protection assessment, leaving many 
facing destitution and homelessness. 

RCOA and the National Refugee-led Advocacy and 
Advisory Group (NRAAG) are working with sector 
partners on a strategy to expand access to financial 
support for people seeking asylum who need it. 

With you by our side, we’re advocating for an SRSS 
Program that ensures fair and equitable access to vital 
visas, work rights, Medicare, programs to prevent 
homelessness and ongoing support for people seeking 
asylum, along with transparency, accountability and 
administrative efficiency in the way this support 
is delivered.

Thanks to the commitment of supporters like you, RCOA is now working to 
develop effective new strategies to drive policy change in four priority areas.
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As part of our role as the national umbrella body 
for refugees, people seeking asylum and those who 
support them, RCOA coordinates Refugee Week 
celebrations each year. 

This year was especially exciting for us because after 
two long years of meeting virtually, people in every state 
and territory in Australia had the opportunity to come 
together, talk, share their experiences and learn – and 
in some cases dance – in person and virtually during 
Refugee Week 2022.

From June 19-26, thousands of people participated in 
hundreds of Refugee Week events across the country, 
gathering to celebrate and thank refugees and people 
seeking asylum.

It was a remarkable week, especially when we look back at 
our modest beginnings in the 1980’s when RCOA started 

the celebration with just a small local event and a grand 
dream to grow it into a global celebration.

Now, that dream is a reality. Refugee Week has become 
a global, annual celebration and is Australia’s peak 
annual activity to promote greater awareness of refugees, 
the issues they face and the contributions refugees are 
making to the Australian community. This year we were 
pleased to see more than 80,000 visits to the Refugee 
Week website, over 50 Refugee Week media mentions and 
over 5,000 downloads of our new Refugee Week Canva 
design templates.

The 2022 Refugee Week theme was ‘healing’, and schools, 
businesses, community organisations and government 
agencies in all corners of the country hosted events to 
focus on this important theme to welcome, recognise and 
hear refugees. 

RCOA staff and our Refugee Week Ambassadors were 
honoured to attend and speak at a number of these events 
across the week, including a community celebration with 
the Australian Karen Organisation, a professional practice 
session on how to work with refugee families with the 
NSW Government, and a mental health awareness day. 

Refugee Week 2022 
A week of healing through unity
Thousands of people across Australia 
joined celebrations during Refugee  
Week 2022.

Dativah Nitsios, 
Refugee Week Ambassador.

Photo: Damon Amb
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Refugee Week was also an opportunity for agencies 
across the country to connect, consult with people with 
lived experience and reflect on how they can improve 
their practice when working with refugees and people 
seeking asylum.

This year’s Refugee Week celebrations and events 
would not have been possible without the incredible 
generosity of the organisations that support and 
sponsor it. 

To find out more about Refugee Week 2022 visit  
www.refugeeweek.org.au

Event Partners

Major Partners

Partners

Supporters

Principal Partners

We extend our deepest gratitude to all 
of our 2022 partners and sponsors, with 
special thanks to event partners Canva 
and Settlement Services International.

2022 Refugee Week 
Ambassadors and RCOA staff.

Photo: Damon Amb

City of Sydney 
Refugee Week 2022 

campaign on outdoor 
community screens.
Credit Abril Felman / 

City of Sydney



The Face-to-Face Schools and Community Program, 
running since 2014, is a hugely successful initiative 
that trains and supports refugee speakers to share their 
personal stories with school and community audiences 
in the Sydney and Melbourne metropolitan areas. 

Supported by you, the program has trained 91 
speakers who’ve given 382 presentations to date. These 
presentations have helped a wide range of people of 
all ages in schools, government, non-government and 
community organisations to get a meaningful, human 
insight into the experience of refugees. And, the 
feedback across the board has been overwhelmingly 
positive. Many people have reported positive change 
in behaviours and attitudes, including students in 
schools welcoming new arrivals more warmly into 
their communities.

The Face-to-Face program provides speakers with 
detailed training that not only builds their public 

speaking skills, but helps them identify the needs of 
specific audiences. Experienced professionals help 
speakers draw aspects of their personal experiences 
together into a presentation which connects with their 
audience, helping them to tailor the emphasis of their 
stories depending on the age and level of understanding 
of their audience.

Importantly, the training addresses questions of the 
speakers’ trauma associated with recalling painful 
experiences and provides ongoing training and support 
as well as advice on self-care and setting boundaries. The 
aim is to empower speakers and ensure they have agency 
over their narrative in the public eye. 

Now, building on the success of the Face-to-Face 
Schools and Community Program, we’re launching 
the National Ambassadors Program. 
In the coming years, our goal is to train and develop a 
cohort of speakers – Refugee Ambassadors – who will 

speak around the nation in a 
variety of public and professional 
contexts, including corporate, 
media and private venues.

Launched during Refugee 
Week 2022, our first 12 Refugee 
Ambassadors, commenced 
their training in Sydney 
and Melbourne.

Drawing on RCOA’s wide network 
of contacts across Australia, 
RCOA will connect organisations 
with Refugee Ambassadors 
who will share experiences and 
perspectives relevant to the 
organisation’s work in education, 
cross-cultural awareness, 
professional development or 
public events. 

With your ongoing support this 
important new program will 
aim to address misconceptions 
and stereotypes and work to 
promote more open dialogue and 
compassionate relationships in 
our country.

Launch of National 
Ambassadors Program
Promoting the voices of lived experience.

Sydney Speakers Group
Ambassador Training.

Photo: Damon Amb
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The Refugee Welcome Zone initiative has grown 
substantially over past years. Now, 172 Local 
Government Areas (LGAs) have signed up to the 
initiative, committed to its core tenants:

 � Welcoming refugees into the community;

 � Upholding the human rights of refugees;

 � Demonstrating compassion for refugees; and

 � Enhancing cultural and religious diversity in 
the community.

Communities across the country have embraced the 
Refugee Welcome Zone initiative, which encourages 
solidarity with refugees and helps build genuine social 
cohesion, belonging and resilience. These benefits ripple 
through participating LGAs, fostering a greater sense of 
community and inclusion for all.

As we continue to feel the ongoing effects of the 
pandemic, it has become obvious that local, community, 
place-based solutions can be successfully facilitated by 
LGAs and are more important than ever. 

With the support of donors like you, RCOA has now 
been able to form the Refugee Welcome Zone Leadership 
Group. Composed of eight Refugee Welcome Zone 
LGAs, the Leadership Group will further strengthen 
the strategic direction of the initiative. This will enable 
RCOA to provide greater support for the initiative, 
ultimately further enhancing social cohesion and 
inclusion across our communities.

As an ongoing national initiative, we hope one 
day that all Australian LGAs will become Refugee 
Welcome Zones and invite expressions of interest 
from current Refugee Welcome Zone LGAs to join 
the Leadership Group.

Cooks and chefs from around the
globe showcase their traditional foods 

at ‘Food @ 5085’ held at Stockade 
Botanical Park, in Northfield. 

Photo: City of Port Adelaide Enfield

Community celebrations at 
the FUSION Multicultural 

Street Festival. Photo: Wagga 
Wagga City Council

Locals come together
as part of Refugee 
Week celebrations.

Photo: Wagga Wagga 
City Council

Refugee Welcome  
Zone Leadership Group
RCOA is excited to announce a Leadership Group has been formed 
to enhance the direction of the Refugee Welcome Zone initiative.
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In June, RCOA CEO Paul Power attended the ATCR 
conference held in Geneva, Switzerland, which 
brings together governments, NGOs and refugee 
representatives from 30 resettlement states.

Among the refugee representatives supported by RCOA 
and the team of Australian NGOs was Bijan Kardouni, 
a refugee representative of the NSW Service for the 
Treatment and Rehabilitation of Torture and Trauma 
Survivors (STARTTS).

Bijan took to centre stage at the conference to share 
his story and his experience working with LGBTQIA+ 
refugees in Australia. 

During the session, which focussed on the empowerment 
of LGBTQIA+ refugees, Bijan shared aspects of his 
personal experiences for the first time in a public setting.

Bijan Kardouni speaking 
at the ATCR conference 
in Geneva. Photo: Refugee 
Council of Australia

Empowering  
LGBTQIA+ Refugees 
With your important support, RCOA was able to attend the 2022 Annual 
Tripartite Consultations on Resettlement (ATCR) conference in Geneva and 
contribute to the international dialogue about LGBTQIA+ refugee experiences.

Born in Iran, where LGBTQIA+ 
people face the prospect of a 
death sentence if arrested and 
convicted, Bijan spoke of the fear 
and interrogation he faced before 
he was able to travel to Australia in 
2017 and seek asylum.

“The place that I was born in, it 
never felt like home because I 
was like an outcast to that society 
because of my sexual orientation 
and the laws and rules and 
constant pressure and threat,” 
said Bijan. 

Along with his personal story, 
Bijan shared insights into his 
work at STARTTS facilitating a 
group for LGBTQIA+ refugees 
and opened a discussion on the 
difficulties they face living in 
Australia as people often isolated 
from their own communities. 

“Every fortnight we gather as 
LGBTQIA+ refugees in groups of 
10 to 15 people. When we have 

new members or even with current members, I always 
start with sharing the story about myself and how hard 
the path was – but I always end with a hopeful approach,” 
Bijan said. 

“We achieve so much by supporting each other to build 
a new family and community in the country which has 
become our new home.”

To find out more about our time at the 2022 Annual 
Tripartite Consultations on Resettlement visit: 
https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/atcr-report-2022/


