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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
The Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA) welcomes the opportunity to present this submission to 
the Australian Government, providing community views on many of the issues which deserve 
consideration in planning the 2009-10 Refugee and Humanitarian Program.  This submission 
draws together the wisdom, concerns and ideas of many people and organisations – people who 
have settled in Australia as refugees or humanitarian migrants and representatives of many of the 
organisations involved in supporting new arrivals. 
 
The consultation process for this submission was comprehensive, involving more than 500 people 
meeting in 41 different locations across 30 cities and towns in Australia’s eight states and 
territories.  Thirty of the consultations were conducted face-to-face, with five teleconferences held 
to seek views from people in 19 locations in regional Australia.  The participants represented more 
than 200 organisations, listed in Section 11 of this report.  However, this list only includes the 
official organisations and does not represent the fact that refugees and humanitarian migrants from 
many countries of origin participated, including Afghanistan, Bhutan, Burma, Burundi, Democratic 
Republic of Congo, East Timor, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Iran, Iraq, Kazakhstan, Liberia, Mauritania, Sierra 
Leone, Somalia, Sri Lanka and Sudan. 
 
This consultation has been supplemented by extensive research by the staff and volunteers of 
RCOA, drawing on a wide range of national and international sources to inform our exploration of 
international refugee issues, the role of humanitarian settlement in Australia, the social and 
economic contributions of refugees, the structure of the humanitarian program, the provision of 
settlement services and the many settlement challenges for new arrivals, including housing, 
language learning, education, employment, health, family issues and community relations. 
 
This year’s consultations and the associated research have highlighted the extent of the policy 
change which has been taking place since the November 2007 Federal election.  On numerous 
occasions in this submission, we refer to the impacts of new Australian Government programs and 
policy initiatives and to aspects of national policy which are currently under review.  From the 
perspective of national refugee policy, the more significant changes which have taken place or are 
under consideration include: 

• The ending of the Pacific Solution; 

• The abolition of the temporary protection system; 

• The review of the Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP); 

• The development of a new national Employment Services Model; 

• The review of the Job Capacity Assessment system; 

• The implementation of the new Complex Case Support program; 

• The development of the new Employment Pathways program and the Traineeships in 
English and Work Readiness program associated with the AMEP; 

• New funding programs aimed at improving housing affordability; 

• Changes in the immigration detention system; 

• The review of the citizenship test; and 

• Australia’s 82% increase in financial support for UNHCR. 

RCOA welcomes each of these changes and looks forward to the practical benefits each will bring 
for refugee and humanitarian migrants and wider Australian society.  These changes build on the 
many improvements in settlement service provision implemented by the previous Government and 
the changes in asylum policy which commenced during Amanda Vanstone’s tenure as Immigration 
Minister.  In this submission, we provide community feedback on the changes implemented to date 
and suggest priorities in policy areas where change is still being planned. 
 
As in previous years, consultation participants saw the priority issues as being the reunion of 
refugee families, housing issues, English language learning and the progression of new arrivals 
into the Australian workforce.  This submission reflects these community priorities and comments 
on some of the many additional issues discussed in the consultations.  The submission also 
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explores aspects of the Refugee and Humanitarian Program which need further review and public 
discussion and examines the question of multi-year planning. 
 
The consultations were conducted and the submission compiled principally by three RCOA staff – 
Chris Nash (National Policy Director), Paul Power (CEO) and Rebecca Eckard (Research 
Coordinator).  However, this submission is the result of the collective efforts of many people.  Forty 
organisations (noted in Section 11) hosted face-to-face consultations or teleconference hubs, 
inviting community members and settlement service organisations from their areas to participate.  
The help of key staff in these organisations was invaluable and their generosity and hospitality 
were much appreciated.  The principal researchers were supported by a team of colleagues (staff 
and volunteers) in the RCOA office who helped to organise the consultations and conducted 
research, including Brigitte Carcenac, Natalie Gooch, Lydia Ho, Kylie Holmes, Matthias Kranke, 
Lucy Morgan, Eileen Wahab and Zhi Yan.  Valuable advice and input was given by members of the 
RCOA board, including Maureen Adamson, Paris Aristotle, Sky de Jersey, John Gibson and Kevin 
Liston, and by Annette Dupont (refugee health consultant), Eduardo Farate and Daniela Neagu 
(WA Department for Child Protection), Troy Fryar (AMES Victoria), Ellen Hansen and Mike Clayton 
(UNHCR Canberra), Andrew Meehan (NSW Federation of Housing Associations), Dr Georgia 
Paxton (Royal Children’s Hospital, Melbourne), Dr Mitchell Smith (NSW Refugee Health Service), 
Jo Szwarc and Dr Brooke Wilmsen (Victorian Foundation for Survivors of Torture) and Dr Graham 
Thom (Amnesty International Australia). 
 
The consultation process and the preparation of this submission was funded by the Department of 
Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC).  RCOA appreciates DIAC’s support and its openness to 
receiving honest feedback from the community about the Refugee and Humanitarian Program and 
government policies and practice which impact on refugee and humanitarian migrants.  This 
openness contributes significantly to building public confidence in the national refugee program. 
 
While this submission includes criticism of different aspects of the offshore refugee and 
humanitarian program and settlement service provision, RCOA believes that Australia is a world 
leader in its approach to refugee resettlement.  This submission offers community feedback on 
how a very good resettlement program can be improved further and also on how Australia’s 
approach to refugee protection can be improved to rival the high standards set by the resettlement 
program. 
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2. THE INTERNATIONAL RESETTLEMENT CONTEXT  
 

2.1 Responding to the global refugee situation 

 
The total number of refugees globally has increased to 11.4 million refugees with a further 26 
million internally displaced persons.1 UNHCR estimates that in 2009 there will be approximately 
560,000 people around the world in need of resettlement. This is 3.6 times more than the 2008 
projection of 154,000 people. It must be viewed with concern that the number of refugees identified 
as in need of resettlement has grown without a corresponding increase in resettlement places 
provided by states. Australia and other resettlement countries should be mindful of this context 
when evaluating and planning their own national programs, and also in seeking better ways to 
cooperate at the global level, if these resettlement needs are to be met. Only by working together 
with each other can UNHCR and other inter-governmental and non-governmental organisations 
find solutions to this significant challenge. 
 
The global refugee situation remains characterised by worsening protracted refugee situations, the 
introduction of more restrictive national asylum policies and ongoing human rights violations which 
continue to exacerbate displacement across the globe. The crises in Iraq, the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, Sudan and Burma are still causing protracted displacement which is not being 
addressed by effective international action. Section 9 of this submission outlines in more detail the 
situation facing these and other displaced populations around the world, and their resulting 
resettlement needs. Continued efforts by Europe and other industrialised nations to close their 
borders and to seek to limit their responsibilities to people fleeing persecution have exacerbated 
these situations, and resulted in many refugees being left stranded without protection or long-term 
solutions. 
 
At present resettlement is offered to less than 1% of the world’s refugees and the global trends 
outlined above highlight the urgent need for resettlement to be expanded as a durable solution in 
appropriate circumstances.  Even with 11 new countries in 2008 offering resettlement places, the 
total number of available resettlement places per year is still only around 100,000. 
 
Table 1: Approximate capacity of resettlement countries in 2008 2 
 

United States 70,000 Netherlands 500 

Australia 11,500-13,500 Denmark 500 

Canada 10,600-12,000 Ireland 200 

Sweden  1,900 Brazil 150 

Norway  1,200 Chile  112 

New Zealand 1,050 Argentina  50 

United Kingdom 880 Iceland  25-30 

France 800 Portugal  30 

Finland 750 Paraguay 15 

  Uruguay 15 

Global resettlement places – 100,277 to 103,682 

 
The Australian Government has advocated successfully for a stronger Resettlement Service within 
UNHCR as part of a strategy to give resettlement a higher priority.  Greater international support is 
now required for resettlement both in terms of places made available and the improved 
coordination of international efforts.  Australia is in a strong position to enhance its role as a global 

                                                
1 UNHCR , 2007 Global Trends: Refugees, Asylum-Seekers, Returnees, Internally Displaced and Stateless Persons, June 2008. 
2 As reported to UNHCR at the Working Group on Resettlement, Geneva, 15 October 2008. Due to different fiscal/program years among States 
and complexities associated with calculating yearly allocations, the figures in this table should be read as approximate. The Australian figure 
includes up to 7000 SHP places (range allows for onshore protection visa grants subtracted from total). The Canadian estimate includes 3300 to 
4500 places for the Private Sponsorship of Refugees (PSR) program. 
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leader in refugee resettlement, leading by example and advocating actively for other nations to 
increase their involvement in resettlement. Australia should also look at ways of sharing its 
expertise with new resettlement countries through increased training or other twinning 
arrangements. 
 
Recommendation 1 
RCOA recommends that the Australian Government work actively with UNHCR to 
encourage other nations to expand or develop refugee resettlement programs, offering 
practical support to governments willing to develop resettlement programs. 

 
2.2 UNHCR’s role and priorities 

 

Since upgrading its Resettlement Section into a Service in 2006, UNHCR has continued to improve 
and streamline its ability to make resettlement referrals in line with the international community’s 
renewed awareness of the importance of resettlement as a durable solution and protection tool. In 
response to the High Commissioner’s call in 2006 to reinforce and expand resettlement activities, 
UNHCR has enhanced its ability to deliver resettlement outcomes through strengthening its 
advocacy as well as expanding service delivery through continued policy development, escalated 
operational capacity, global coordination and enhanced strategic planning. In 2007, for the first 
time in 20 years, UNHCR’s resettlement referrals (98,983, up from 54,000 in 2006) exceeded the 
number of approximately 70,000 places that states made available globally. This year UNHCR 
estimates that its referral capacity will reach 127,006 places.3 
 
UNHCR’s Resettlement Service has introduced a number of operational tools to help improve its 
identification of those in need of resettlement and to achieve appropriate outcomes. These include: 

• Baseline global standard operating procedures on resettlement; 

• Methodologies to identify refugees at heightened risk; 

• Performance indicators for resettlement staff; 

• Streamlined and group processing; 

• More precise programming instructions and improved assessments of resettlement needs 
and processing within the framework of the Country Operations Plan and the Annual 
Protection Report;  

• Guidelines on the resubmission of individual resettlement cases; 

• Field-friendly management tools to improve predictability in the planning and delivery of 
resettlement (e.g. oversight of selection missions and the enhanced use of the registration 
database proGres). 

 
These will be supplemented by the launch of a new Resettlement Learning Program for distance 
learning by field staff. Anti-fraud training and programs have also been developed along with 
awareness-raising and policy guidance on the consequences of fraud. 
 
RCOA very much welcomes and commends the improved capacity and ability of UNHCR to 
identify and refer people in need of resettlement, and believes that the projection of 561,137 
refugees in need of resettlement in 2009 represents a more accurate reflection of the global need. 
This increase can also be attributed to the limited scope of solutions provided by the international 
community in recent years which has compounded current needs. A third factor is that figures for 
UNHCR’s protracted needs now include refugees in protracted situations for whom resettlement is 
seen as a viable durable solution. 
 
RCOA concurs with the movement towards a more strategic and targeted use of resettlement, 
including focusing on protracted refugee situations and exploring the development of multi-year 
planning. RCOA continues to support strongly UNHCR’s target priority that at least 10% of total 

                                                
3 UNHCR, Refugee Resettlement: Performance Outcomes 2007 and Global Projections 2009, 30 June 2008. Online. UNHCR Refworld, available 
at: http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/492aa0572.html  
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referrals should be for the category of women and girls at risk, and urges UNHCR to make 
sustained efforts to ensure that this target is met in 2009. 

 
2.3 Enhancing the targeted and strategic use of resettlement 
 
UNHCR estimates that there are more than 5.5 million refugees under its mandate in what it 
classifies as ‘protracted refugee situations’ (populations of 25,000 refugees displaced for five years 
or more).  The average length of displacement has grown from nine years in the early 1990s to 17 
years a decade later.   
 
The priority afforded to finding solutions for protracted refugee situations is reflected by the fact 
that it is the subject of the 2008 High Commissioner’s Dialogue on Protection Challenges. The 
situations which will attract a particular focus for increased and targeted action, and in relation to 
which UNHCR will explore with states the reorientation of programs, have been identified as: 

• Afghan refugees in Iran and Pakistan; 

• Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh; 

• Bosnian and Croatian refugees in Serbia; 

• Burundian refugees in Tanzania; and 

• Eritrean refugees in eastern Sudan. 
 
According to UNHCR, a targeted, staged, comprehensive and developmental approach utilising 
existing tools and a specific methodology will be implemented in seeking to find solutions to these 
protracted refugee situations.4 RCOA awaits with interest to see initial outcomes and directions of 
this initiative but in theory welcomes any increased and coordinated international efforts to address 
protracted refugee situations, including through greater use of resettlement.  
 
In general RCOA would like to see Australia play a greater leadership role in the combined 
planning of resettlement states in response to global needs identified by UNHCR (see section 5.6 
below). Greater consideration could be given as to how to improve the matching of identified 
international resettlement needs with existing (or developed) national settlement expertise and 
resources to receive a particular caseload. Resettlement countries could better work together to 
target particular vulnerable caseloads in urgent need of resettlement. An example of where this 
approach could be appropriate and add significant value is the situation of Palestinian refugees 
from Iraq currently trapped on the Iraq-Syria border. A joint and targeted approach (aligned with 
respective capacities and strategic leverages) between the United States, the European Union, 
Australia and Canada could efficiently address vulnerable needs and avoid the development of a 
protracted refugee situation with associated (and far greater) long-term human and resource 
costs.5 Another potential area of cooperation would be to explore how states could facilitate family 
reunion through allowing resettled persons to migrate in order to reunite families separated by 
conflict and subsequently resettled in different parts of the globe (see 4.5).  
 
Crucial to an effective and better coordinated international approach to resettlement is the 
development of multi-year planning and other measures to enhance flexibility and predictability in 
program delivery. RCOA concurs with UNHCR’s encouragement to states to ensure that 
resettlement activities are balanced according to global needs and priorities, and that they remove 
restrictive criteria that undermine the foundation upon which resettlement is based.  In addition, we 
support the need for resettling countries to simplify and expedite processing checks and 
procedures wherever possible. Similarly, RCOA echoes UNHCR’s warning to states about the 
selection of refugees according to so-called integration potential which creates inequities and 
protection gaps, and limits access to resettlement for some refugees most at risk. There also 
needs to be recognition of the fact that, given resettlement opportunities are limited and the needs 

                                                
4 UNHCR, Protracted Refugee Situations: Revisiting the Problem, presented at the 42nd Meeting of UNHCR’s Standing Committee, 2 June 2008. 
5 See UNHCR, Resettlement Needs of Palestinian Refugees from Iraq, September 2008 and From Fast Death to Slow Death: Palestinian Refugees 
from Iraq Trapped on the Syria-Iraq Border, Summary Report of an International NGO Delegation, 24 November 2008. 
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are great, the risk of pull factors, fraud, exploitation and corruption will continue to be issues of 
concern. 

 
2.4 Australia’s support for UNHCR  
 
RCOA has expressed concern for the past seven years about the Australian Government’s 
reduction of its financial support for the activities of UNHCR.  In the 2002-03 Federal Budget, the 
Government’s core funding of UNHCR was cut from $14.3 million to $7.3 million. While Australia 
has subsequently made additional voluntary contributions to particular UNHCR appeals and 
activities, total contributions continued to decline substantially in real terms, as evidenced by the 
fact that the 2007 contribution of $19.8 million was 32% lower in real terms than Australia’s 
financial support of UNHCR in 2002. 
 
Table 2: Australia’s annual contribution to UNHCR activities – 2001-2008 6 
 

Year US dollars ('000) 
Australian dollars 

('000) 

Value in 2007 
Australian dollars 

('000) 

2001              11,936                 23,100                        27,314  

2002              13,764                 25,344                        29,086  

2003              10,468                 16,137                        18,092  

2004              13,618                 18,511                        20,229  

2005              13,276                 17,429                        18,529  

2006              13,484                 17,905                        18,435  

2007              16,553                 19,758                        19,758  

2008              27,410                36,127                        35,836  

 
RCOA therefore strongly endorses the increase in the 2008-09 Federal Budget in the overall 
allocation to UNHCR to $36.1 million, almost double the 2007 figure. This goes a long way to 
acknowledging UNHCR’s important role in creating durable solutions for refugees. UNHCR’s work 
is as relevant as ever to Australia’s Refugee Program and aid/development objectives, including in 
terms of maintaining and enhancing its resettlement referral capacity, sustaining relief operations 
and its lead role in relation to various aspects of the ‘cluster approach’ to IDPs. This year’s 
increase in funding also appropriately signals the Australian Government’s commitment to 
multilateralism and the work of UN agencies. The increase in core funding for UNHCR to $9.9 
million (up from $8.3 million in 2007) is more modest, however, and RCOA believes that in the 
2009-10 Federal Budget, consideration should be given to significantly increasing this amount as a 
proportion of Australia’s overall contribution given the important strategic flexibility that core funding 
accords UNHCR in its work. 
 
Recommendation 2 
RCOA welcomes the Australian Government’s recognition of the importance of UNHCR’s 
role evidenced by a significant increase in its overall financial contribution to UNHCR in 
2008-09 but recommends that, in the 2009-10 Budget, consideration be given to increasing 
the amount of core funding for UNHCR as a proportion of the total contribution.  

 
2.5 A ‘whole of government approach’ to international protection 
 
2.5.1 Coordinating approaches to development, human rights and displacement 
 
Australia’s role in strengthening the international protection system, particularly through its 
resettlement program, was commended by the High Commissioner for Refugees during the 

                                                
6 Annual contribution in US dollars, as reported to UNHCR Standing Committee meeting in September 2008 Standing Committee meeting papers.  
Conversion to Australian dollars using the annual exchange rate recorded in OECD Economic Outlook No 83 (as at May 2008).  Conversion to 
2008 value using Australian Bureau of Statistics’ annual September quarter CPI index. 
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October 2008 meeting of UNHCR’s Executive Committee in Geneva. Its positive engagement with 
international fora can continue to help ensure that respecting the fundamental human rights of 
refugees remains paramount in state initiatives to manage international migration flows. However, 
it is important that international protection issues are not considered to fall entirely under DIAC’s 
remit given that they are also inextricably linked to the work of the Department of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade (DFAT), the Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID), Department of 
Prime Minister and Cabinet (PM&C) and other government agencies. 
 
Australia’s contribution to international protection initiatives could thus be enhanced through 
developing a whole-of-government approach. Such a model has already been successfully 
implemented by Canada.7 A ‘whole of government approach’ could help facilitate: 

• The improved brokering of comprehensive multilateral solutions aimed at resolving 
protracted refugee and displacement situations, for example through the development of 
comprehensive multilateral plans involving the offer of increased resettlement places 
coupled with debt relief or increased aid in return for agreements with host countries to 
better respect refugee rights. 

• Encouragement and practical support for the shift from the “care and maintenance 
approach” for dealing with refugees and displaced people in camps towards a rights-based 
development approach with an emphasis on self-reliance.  This could involve, for instance, 
encouraging host nations to integrate refugees and IDPs into national development plans 
by considering them a resource rather than a burden.  

• More effective participation in the Inter-Agency Standing Committee Cluster Approach.   

• The incorporation and mainstreaming of protection considerations in emergencies and 
across AusAID-funded development work. 

• Matching initiatives to tackle criminal aspects of human trafficking and slavery with the 
protection of human rights of victims of trafficking.  Similarly, efforts to combat unauthorised 
migration could better acknowledge the need to protect the human rights of unauthorised 
migrants, including refugees and asylum seekers in mixed migration flows. 

• Addressing the root causes of refugee flows by supporting initiatives aimed at resolving 
conflicts and preventing human rights abuses as well as promoting respect for human 
rights, the rule of law and democracy. 

• Promoting human rights and protection obligations as integral to support for the newly 
established UN Peace Building Commission, and broader UN-led peace-keeping missions. 

• Ensuring that refugees, IDPs and stateless individuals are incorporated as a priority under 
the program for achieving the Millennium Development Goals. 

 
The promotion of this approach could also assist in overcoming the disjuncture that has arisen 
between the Government’s commitment to resettlement and its other efforts to facilitate managed 
migration flows. For example, the focus on strengthening and improving Australia’s resettlement 
program is not always matched by efforts to ensure Australia satisfies its primary obligations under 
the Refugee Convention.  
 
2.5.2 Consultation and coordination between sectors 
 
A balanced and consistent approach to international protection cannot be achieved without 
developing greater program and policy coordination across key government portfolios and 
enhanced dialogue involving a greater cross-section of human rights, humanitarian, development 
and refugee agencies.  
 
Each year, Australia participates in a range of multilateral meetings, which have a major impact on 
the world’s refugees, IDPs, stateless people and asylum seekers.  These include UNHCR Standing 
Committee meetings, UNHCR Executive Committee meetings (ExCom), UNHCR’s Annual 

                                                
7 Canada has developed a Protracted Refugee Situation Interdepartmental Working Group. See also Non-Paper by Canada for the Agenda Item: 
The Impact of the Strategic Use of Resettlement in Resolving Protracted Refugee Situations, The Case of Afghan Refugees: What is a Strategic 
Use of Resettlement, Working Group on Resettlement, Geneva, 30 June – 2 July 2008. 



   
 

Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program 2009-10 – RCOA submission page 9  

Tripartite Consultation on Resettlement (ATCR), International Organization for Migration (IOM) 
meetings and the UN Human Rights Council. There is also a range of Australian Government 
consultations with non-government organisations (NGOs) including the biannual DIAC-NGO 
Dialogue on Humanitarian Issues, DIAC-NGO meetings held prior to UNHCR ExCom, Ministerial 
Consultations, DFAT Human Rights Consultation and Attorney General’s Human Rights 
Consultations. Through both Australia’s engagement in multilateral fora and its consultations with 
NGOs, much is achieved.  DIAC has taken an appreciated lead on international protection and 
displacement issues and has demonstrated a willingness to ensure wide-ranging and frank 
consultations with NGOs. Also welcomed and encouraged is Australia’s commitment to having 
NGO representatives on the Australian Government delegation to UNHCR’s ExCom and ATCR 
meetings which facilitate better mutual understanding and information sharing. RCOA also 
recognises the important role that DFAT and AusAID play in the ExCom delegation given that 
much of ExCom’s agenda relate to these portfolios. 
 
However, one ongoing problem is that different NGO sectors attend only their respective meetings 
and a silo approach to international protection remains. International protection issues transcend 
all of these meetings and it would thus be beneficial for there to be some mechanism by which 
both a cross-section of NGOs and government agencies could be involved in discussion of these 
international protection questions.  The importance of international protection could thus be 
incorporated more explicitly in the agendas of existing liaison and consultation meetings, and those 
meetings that focus exclusively on Australia’s international response would benefit from some 
discussion of resettlement questions. Notwithstanding these very positive mechanisms for 
consultation, RCOA believes that there is scope for further strengthening dialogue on refugee, 
displacement and protection issues more generally.  In recent years, there has been renewed 
international interest and commitment to moving from aid to development and assisting refugees 
attain self-reliance while in countries of first asylum.  Equally, where refugees become warehoused 
in protracted refugee situations, there has been increased awareness of the need to ensure that 
they are able to enjoy their basic human rights and specific rights as refugees, even if that means 
states must use their overseas development assistance to leverage these rights as part of a 
comprehensive solution. Under the new cluster approach for IDPs, there is increasing recognition 
of the need to provide both assistance and protection in a more integrated way. As such, the 
relationship between DIAC and AusAID, and between those agencies and NGOs more broadly, 
has become critical.  
 
Ultimately, integrated planning between DIAC, DFAT, PM&C and AusAID, in collaboration with 
NGOs on such issues as emergency response, aid delivery, protection and resettlement, would 
provide a holistic approach to addressing the causes and alleviating some of the consequences of 
displacement.  
 
2.5.3 Promoting effective refugee protection in the Asia-Pacific region 
 
Australia should continue working with countries in the Asia-Pacific region to encourage their more 
active participation and adherence to international human rights obligations towards refugees and 
asylum seekers.  In this regard, Australia’s support for Indonesia’s ratification of the Refugee 
Convention as a means of enabling its participation in the Human Rights Council is a positive 
development. Multilateral human rights fora should be used as the primary means for promoting 
international cooperation to address refugee protection and displacement, as opposed to bilateral 
agreements that have the potential to exploit protection deficits in or economic vulnerability of 
neighbouring countries. Australia must ensure that its ‘migration management’ policy is not based 
on a minimalist understanding of what constitutes ‘effective protection’ in local regions in order to 
help it more easily designate third countries as ‘safe’.  
 
The Australia Government should play a greater strategic role in improving protection standards in 
the Asia-Pacific region. Commonwealth spending on border protection remains significantly 
disproportionate to Australia’s assistance for UNHCR and countries of first asylum.  Similarly, the 
focus on border control measures, including “deterrence” in third countries, interception and 
interdiction, has not always been accompanied by greater efforts to resolve the root causes of 
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secondary movement, which largely stem from the breakdown of effective protection in first asylum 
countries. If refugees are to access protection that is effective, they must enjoy the rights flowing 
from relevant international and regional refugee and human rights instruments. These should 
include: the guarantee of non-refoulement; full enjoyment of civil and political rights (and not only 
freedom from torture or the right to life) as well as economic, social and cultural rights; and the right 
to legal protection (including access to a legal status and necessary documentation). For protection 
to be effective then governments in the region, without reservations, must accede to and comply 
with the standards set out in the 1951 Refugee Convention and the 1967 Protocol, and other 
relevant international and regional human rights instruments.  
 
It is also important to acknowledge the important role that civil society should play in monitoring 
state practices and advocating for greater protection. Across the Asia-Pacific region, civil society’s 
response to refugee protection has gradually been strengthening (despite the security and funding 
challenges often faced in the region) but most of these efforts remain at the national level. The 
need for greater collaboration and coordination at sub-regional, regional and international levels 
has been acknowledged by the setting up in November 2008 of the Asia Pacific Refugee Rights 
Network. This comprises a loose network of civil society organisations (including RCOA and other 
Australian NGOs) committed to advancing the rights of refugees in the Asia Pacific Region through 
information sharing, mutual capacity building and joint advocacy.8 RCOA believes that the 
Australian Government should explore providing funding for this newly established network as part 
of its commitment to promoting respect for human rights and effective protection across the region. 
 
In order to encourage human rights compliance overseas it is clearly important that Australia first 
sets a good example at home. It is therefore welcomed that the Australian Government has 
pledged to ratify the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture as a public and practical 
demonstration of Australia’s commitment to non-refoulement for victims of torture. Continued 
participation in review processes conducted by UN human rights treaty monitoring bodies also 
provides an opportunity to explore ways in which the current administration can work towards a 
more robust approach to the spirit and letter of its human rights obligations. 
 
Recommendation 3 
RCOA recommends that the Australian Government explore opportunities for developing a 
more balanced and consistent response to uprooted people by developing a more 
integrated whole of government approach to asylum seekers, refugees and IDPs, involving 
greater program and policy coordination across key government portfolios and dialogue 
with a broader cross section of human rights, humanitarian, development and refugee 
agencies. 
 
Recommendation 4 
RCOA calls on the Australian Government to better balance migration management policies 
with those aimed at promoting more effective protection in Asia-Pacific countries, including 
through recognising the important role of civil society in this process and providing 
support for the recently established Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Network. 

                                                
8 The APRRN was established at the 1st Asia Pacific Consultation on Refugee Rights in Kuala Lumpur held on 20-21 November 2008. 
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3. REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT IN AUSTRALIA 
 

3.3.3.3.1 1 1 1 The development of the modern resettlement programThe development of the modern resettlement programThe development of the modern resettlement programThe development of the modern resettlement program    

 
3.1.1 Early refugee settlement 
 
Australia has been settling refugees for at least 170 years.  The first easily identifiable group of 
refugees were Lutherans who began settling in South Australia from 1839 to escape restrictions on 
their right to worship within the state of Prussia.  During the 19th century, other settlers included 
Hungarians, Italians and Poles leaving situations of religious and political persecution.  After 
Federation, the new Australian nation continued to allow refugees to settle as unassisted migrants, 
as long as they met the restrictions imposed by the Immigration (Restriction) Act 1901, the 
cornerstone of the White Australia Policy.  In the following three decades, small numbers of 
Russian, Greek, Bulgarian, Armenian, Assyrian and Jewish refugees were permitted to settle after 
proving they met Australia’s migration criteria.  Between 1933 and 1939, more than 7,000 Jews 
fleeing Nazi Germany were settled.  In 1937, the Australian Jewish Welfare Society pioneered the 
first refugee settlement support services, with financial assistance from the Australian Government.  
This settlement program was cut short by the outbreak of World War II. 
 
3.1.2 The post-war program 
 
After the war, a much larger refugee program was commenced as Australia launched an ambitious 
immigration program to meet labour shortages in a growing economy.  In July 1947, the Australian 
Government entered into an agreement with the new International Refugee Organisation to settle 
displaced people from camps in Europe.  In the next seven years, Australia welcomed more than 
170,000 refugees, the largest groups being from Poland, Yugoslavia, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, 
Ukraine, Czechoslovakia and Hungary.  To meet the needs of the refugees and other migrants, 
ship-board English classes were established (the precursor of the modern Adult Migrant English 
Program), army camps were converted to migrant hostels for on-arrival accommodation and the 
Good Neighbour Council was established to foster and coordinate volunteer settlement support.  In 
the following two decades, the overwhelming majority of refugees were Eastern Europeans fleeing 
persecution in Soviet Bloc countries.  Numbers of humanitarian arrivals increased substantially 
after the crushing of the Hungarian Revolution in 1956 and the Warsaw Pact countries’ invasion of 
Czechoslovakia in 1968.  In the early 1970s, the refugee intake began to diversify.  In 1972, 198 
Asians expelled by Uganda’s President Idi Amin were settled.  Humanitarian settlement from Chile 
commenced the following year after a military coup deposed the Allende Government.  Cypriot 
refugees began arriving after the Turkish invasion of Northern Cyprus in 1974 and the 1975 war in 
East Timor brought 2,500 evacuees to Darwin, marking the beginning of a Timorese refugee 
diaspora in Australia. 
 
The fall of the South Vietnamese Government in Saigon in April 1975 began a chain of events 
which prompted a rethinking and reorganisation of Australia’s refugee program.  The mass flight of 
Vietnamese refugees into nearby countries prompted an international response to which Australia 
committed support.  By late 1975, the first 400 Vietnamese refugees had been selected by 
Australia for resettlement from camps in Guam, Hong Kong, Singapore and Malaysia.  Over the 
next two decades, Australia was to resettle more than 100,000 Vietnamese refugees from various 
Asian countries.  Only a small proportion, around 2000, came directly to Australia by boat to seek 
asylum.  The first to arrive were five Vietnamese refugees who reached Darwin Harbour in a 17 
metre fishing vessel.  Another 55 boats followed in the ensuing six years. 
 
Even in the first few months after the fall of Saigon, the scale of the refugee crisis being created 
was apparent.  This prompted the Australian Senate’s Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and 
Defence to begin an investigation of how Australia should respond.  In 1976, the committee, in its 
report, Australia and the Refugee Problem, identified an urgent need for a new approach to 
refugee settlement.  Citing the Department of Immigration’s failure to offer any additional 
assistance to newly arrived Vietnamese refugees, the report said this provided “irrefutable 
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evidence of the complete lack of policy for the acceptance of people into Australia as refugees 
rather than as normal migrants”.9  The Senate committee made 44 recommendations about the 
development of a new refugee resettlement policy. This report marked the beginning of new 
thinking which transformed the national refugee program from the humanitarian element of a 
general migration program to a dedicated and planned humanitarian program supported by a 
sophisticated system of settlement support. 
 
Table 3: Australian immigration intake and humanitarian intake, 1948 to 1977 10 
 

Financial 
Year 

Annual Settler Intake 
Humanitarian 

Arrivals 11 
% of total 

1948-49 114,818 33,816 29.5% 
1949-50 184,889 89,199 48.2% 
1950-51 153,290 36,912 24.1% 
1951-52 130,462 4,934 3.8% 
1952-53 95,890 664 0.7% 
1953-54 86,468 3,248 3.8% 
1954-55 124,180 1,534 1.2% 
1955-56 132,628 521 0.4% 
1956-57 120,601 11,070 9.2% 
1957-58 107,978 6,759 6.3% 
1958-59 116,697 4,118 3.5% 
1959-60 105,887 3,969 3.7% 
1960-61 108,291 3,413 3.2% 
1961-62 85,808 946 1.1% 
1962-63 101,888 1,375 1.3% 
1963-64 122,318 2,040 1.7% 
1964-65 140,152 1,609 1.1% 
1965-66 144,055 2,177 1.5% 
1966-67 138,676 1,805 1.3% 
1967-68 137,525 3,226 2.3% 
1968-69 175,657 7,613 4.3% 
1969-70 185,099 16,495 8.9% 
1970-71 170,011 11,812 6.9% 
1971-72 132,719 3,259 2.5% 
1972-73 107,401 2,512 2.3% 
1973-74 112,712 1,228 1.1% 
1974-75 89,147 514 0.6% 
1975-76 52,748 4,374 8.3% 
1976-77 70,916 8,124 11.5% 

Unassisted humanitarian arrivals 1947-75 33,000   
Total 3,548,911 302,266 8.5% 

 
The above table quantifies the number of humanitarian arrivals in the first three decades after 
World War II.  Most were given assisted passage to Australia but a smaller number – estimated at 
33,000 – arrived without assistance.  Of the 302,000 humanitarian arrivals in the 30 years to June 
1977, more than half arrived in the first three years.  Numbers remained quite low in most years 
from 1952 to 1974, with increases in the years following the crises in Hungary and Czechoslovakia.  
Overall, humanitarian arrivals constituted 8.5% of total migration during that period.  

                                                
9 Senate Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and Defence, Australia and the Refugee Problem: the plight and circumstances of Vietnamese and 
other refugees, AGPS, Canberra, 1976, page 77. 
10 Figures from 1965-66 based on serial publication Australian Immigration: Consolidated Statistics.  Figures for years prior to 1965-66 are drawn 
from Australia and Refugees, 1901-2002: An Annotated Chronology Based on Official Sources, Dr Barry York, Social Policy Group, Australian 
Parliamentary Library, June 2003. 
11 Year-by-year figures show assisted humanitarian arrivals.  There is no available year-by-year figures for unassisted humanitarian arrivals; 
however, DIAC’s estimate of 33,000 is added to the total for the period 1947-48 to 1974-75. 
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3.1.3 The development of more coordinated responses to refugee resettlement 
 
Australia’s modern approach to refugee settlement began with the Federal Government’s response 
to the 1976 Senate Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and Defence report Australia and the 
Refugee Problem.  In May 1977, the then Minister for Immigration and Ethnic Affairs, Michael 
Mackellar, announced a new national refugee policy, including procedures for responding to 
designated refugee situations, a series of strategies to involve voluntary agencies in resettlement 
programs and plans to allow the settlement of people in humanitarian need who did not fall within 
the UNHCR mandate or Refugee Convention definitions.  In the following year, Mr Mackellar tabled 
the landmark Galbally Report, Review of Post-Arrival Programs and Services for Migrants, 
committing $49.7 million over three years for the implementation of the report’s recommendations 
on language teaching, settlement services and other migrant services.  The late 1970s also saw 
the establishment of the first Migrant Resource Centre in Melbourne (February 1977), a new loan 
scheme to assist refugees into home ownership (March 1979) and further expansion of the then 
Adult Migrant and Refugee Education Program. In December 1979, the Community Refugee 
Settlement Scheme commenced, involving community groups in providing newly-arrived refugees 
with on-arrival accommodation, social support and assistance with finding employment. 
 
In the early 1980s, the refugee program expanded to an annual intake of up to 22,000, the largest 
annual intake in 30 years and a level not seen since.  Vietnamese refugees settled from camps in 
Asia made up the bulk of new arrivals, with significant numbers of refugees also from Laos, 
Cambodia and Eastern Europe and smaller groups of Soviet Jews, Chileans, El Salvadorians, 
Cubans and members of ethnic minorities from Iraq (Assyrians, Armenians and Chaldeans),. 
 
The Special Humanitarian Program (SHP) was established in 1981, providing a settlement option 
to people who had suffered serious discrimination or human rights abuses, had fled their country of 
origin and had close ties with Australia.  In 1984, the refugee program included 106 Ethiopians, the 
first significant group of Africans.  The mid 1980s saw increases in the number of refugees and 
humanitarian entrants from Eastern Europe (Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Romania), the 
Middle East (Lebanon and Iran), Afghanistan, Sri Lanka, East Timor and Latin America (El 
Salvador and Chile), with continued, though declining, settlement of refugees from Indochina.  
Growing awareness of the psychosocial impacts of persecution and conflict led to the 
establishment in 1988 of the first torture and trauma services in Melbourne and Sydney.  Similar 
services were established in other state and territory capitals in subsequent years, leading to the 
development of a national network of torture and trauma agencies. 
 
In 1989, a special visa category within the refugee program was established to facilitate priority 
resettlement for refugee women at risk and their children.  In the 20 years since then, Australia has 
resettled 8,800 refugee women and their children under this program.  In 1991, the Special 
Assistance Category (SAC) visa was introduced to respond to crises in particular countries, 
permitting settlement of people in vulnerable circumstances and with connections in Australia.  The 
SAC provided resettlement options for people from the former Yugoslavia, the former Soviet Union, 
East Timor, Lebanon, Sudan, Burma, Vietnam, Sri Lanka and Cambodia and members of the 
Ahmadi religious movement.  However, the SAC was progressively phased out by the Howard 
Government, which expressed concern that it had, at least in part, become more of a family 
reunion program.  Its preference was for humanitarian family reunion to be handled under the SHP, 
through the split family provisions it introduced from 1997. 
 
The 1980s and 1990s brought significant changes to the delivery of settlement services, with the 
shift from migrant hostels to the On Arrival Accommodation program, from the old Grant-in-Aid 
Program to the Community Settlement Services Scheme and with the replacement of the 
Community Resettlement Settlement Scheme in 1997 by the Integrated Humanitarian Settlement 
Strategy.  These and later changes in the delivery of settlement services were traced in more detail 
in our submission for the 2008-09 Refugee and Humanitarian Program.12 

                                                
12 See Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program: Community views on current challenges and future directions, Refugee Council of Australia, 
February 2008, pages 21-38. 
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In this decade, we have seen further changes to service provision and significant shifts in the 
regional composition of the Refugee and Humanitarian Program.  A decade ago, half of the 
program was focused on resettlement from Europe.  Now this makes up less 1% of the program.  
Resettlement from Africa increased from 16% a decade ago to 70% in 2003-04 and 2004-05, being 
reduced to a third of the program today.  The continuing crisis in Iraq and the commencement of 
large-scale resettlement of Burmese from Thailand and Bhutanese from Nepal have seen the 
program shift to one evenly divided between Africa, Asia and the Middle East.   
 
While Australia has a more sophisticated settlement services program than ever before, some of 
the challenges being tackled today are not new.  Modern problems with housing provision and 
English language learning are encouraging people to review some of the benefits of old models of 
on-arrival accommodation and workplace language learning to see whether and how they might be 
adapted for current needs. 
 
Table 4: Australian immigration intake and humanitarian intake, since 1977 13 
 

Financial 
Year 

Annual Settler Intake 
Humanitarian 

Arrivals 
% of total 

1977-78 73,171 9,597 13.1% 
1978-79 67,192 13,450 20.0% 
1979-80 80,748 19,954 24.7% 
1980-81 110,689 21,847 19.7% 
1981-82 118,031 21,917 18.6% 
1982-83 93,010 17,054 18.3% 
1983-84 68,820 14,769 21.5% 
1984-85 77,510 14,850 19.2% 
1985-86 92,410 11,840 12.8% 
1986-87 113,309 11,101 9.8% 
1987-88 143,490 11,076 7.7% 
1988-89 145,316 10,887 7.5% 
1989-90 121,227 11,948 9.9% 
1990-91 121,688 7,745 6.4% 
1991-92 107,391 7,157 6.7% 
1992-93 76,330 10,939 14.3% 
1993-94 69,768 11,350 16.3% 
1994-95 87,428 13,632 15.6% 
1995-96 99,139 13,824 13.9% 
1996-97 85,752 9,886 11.5% 
1997-98 77,327 8,779 11.4% 
1998-99 84,143 8,790 10.4% 
1999-00 92,272 7,267 7.9% 
2000-01 107,366 7,640 7.1% 
2001-02 88,900 6,732 7.6% 
2002-03 93,914 9,569 10.2% 
2003-04 111,590 10,335 9.3% 
2004-05 123,424 13,235 10.7% 
2005-06 131,593 12,113 9.2% 
2006-07 140,148 12,247 8.7% 
2007-08 149,365 9,507 6.4% 

  3,152,461 371,037 11.8% 
 
In the 31 years since July 1977, Australia settled 371,000 people through its offshore refugee and 
humanitarian program – 11.8% of total migration during that period.  From July 1947 to June 2008, 

                                                
13 Figures based on serial publication Australian Immigration: Consolidated Statistics.  Figures for the years 1982-85 and 1986-87 are drawn from 
Australia and Refugees, 1901-2002: An Annotated Chronology Based on Official Sources. 
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the total number of humanitarian arrivals was 673,303.  This was 10.0% of the overall migration 
intake of 6,701,372.   
 
Since Federation, Australia has offered a permanent home to at least 730,000 refugees and 
humanitarian migrants.  While no reliable statistics exist before 1947, it is estimated that about 
20,000 refugees arrived as migrants between 1901 and 1945.14  Since 1947, as noted above, 
Australia has received 673,300 humanitarian arrivals.  The number of onshore refugee and 
humanitarian visas issued before 1996 is not readily available; however, it would appear, given 
flows of asylum seekers, to exceed 15,000.  Between July 1996 and June 2008, 25,400 onshore 
refugee and humanitarian visas were issued. 
 

3.2 The impact of refugee resettlement on Australia 

 
3.2.1 The contribution of refugees to Australian life 
 
The 730,000 refugees and humanitarian migrants settled by Australia since Federation have had a 
profound impact on the nation’s social, cultural and economic life.  Their skills, energy, innovation, 
love of freedom, diversity and resilience have enriched the nation, enhancing its diversity and 
assisting it to adapt successfully to a rapidly changing global environment.  There are many stories 
of success and contribution, far too numerous to list.  Prominent Australians who once were 
refugees include athletes, politicians, community advocates, entrepreneurs, artists, musicians, 
academics and models. 
 
Successful integration and social engagement is also evident for refugee communities as a whole.  
The Vietnamese refugees who arrived in the 1970s and 1980s, for example, have flourished 
remarkably after settling in Australia, despite the significant language barriers and cultural 
adjustment they faced on arrival.  Today, the Vietnamese are well represented in the business 
sector and also play an important role in broadening social, cultural and business relationships 
between Australia and South-East Asia.  Many former Vietnamese refugees and/or their children 
have prominent roles in their fields. 
 
Government and non-government organisations alike have formally acknowledged the contribution 
that refugees have made to Australia.  Each year the Victorian Government hosts the Victorian 
Refugee Recognition Record award for outstanding achievements by people with a refugee 
background.  These awards have recognised the contributions of youth workers, sports coaches, 
tutors, social workers and community leaders.  At the 2007 award ceremony, the then Minister 
Assisting the Premier on Multicultural Affairs, Daniel Andrews commented: “The enthusiasm with 
which I have seen many refugees embrace changes in their lives, and acquire new skills and 
become active participants in Victorian society, is truly humbling.” 
 
3.2.2 Measuring economic impacts 
 
There is a lack of rigorous research into the long-term economic impacts of refugees and 
humanitarian entrants into Australia.  Existing studies commonly use a very limited set of fiscal 
measures such as initial resettlement costs and short-term economic return.  Even so, such 
studies have shown that humanitarian entrants will generate a positive net economic contribution in 
the longer term (e.g. after 10 years).15, 16 
 
In reality, refugee resettlement has many positive and far-reaching effects on the economy that are 
more complex to measure, such as the multiplier effect on local economies, where immigration 
increases demand for goods and services, thus increasing the size of the economy and the 
number of jobs needed to supply these goods and services.  Refugee resettlement may also 

                                                
14 Estimate from Australia and Refugees, 1901-2002: An Annotated Chronology Based on Official Sources. 
15 Access Economics 2008.  Migrants Fiscal Impact Model: 2008 Update: Report by Access Economics Pty Ltd for DIAC.  
http://www.immi.gov.au/media/publications/research/_pdf/migrants-fiscal-impact-april-2008.pdf 
16 Iredale, Robyn, Mitchell, Colleen, Pe-Pua, Rogelia and Pittaway, Eileen. (1996) Ambivalent welcome: the settlement experiences of humanitarian 
entrant families in Australia, Australian Government Publishing Services, Canberra. 
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improve economies of scale for service provision in regional areas and has positive implications for 
the growth of business and cultural linkages between Australia and other countries. 
 
The determination and energy of many refugees has meant that they moved very quickly from a 
position of receiving social support to working, opening businesses, paying mortgages, practising 
their art and engaging in their community.  That some refugees have been extremely successful is 
evident in the fact that five of Australia’s eight billionaires in the 2000 Business Review Weekly’s 
annual ‘Rich 200’ list were people whose families originally came to this country as refugees/17 
 
3.2.3 Age profile and role in meeting labour shortages 
 
Australia’s increasingly ageing population is likely to place unprecedented pressure on the working 
population and on the economy over the next century.   The proportion of Australians aged 65 
years and over has increased from 10.8% to 13.3% in the last 10 years,18 and will expand further 
to 23-25% in 2056, and 25-28% in 2101.19  Under these circumstances, Australia’s humanitarian 
intake will provide economic and social benefit by helping to reduce this ageing trend.  
Humanitarian entrants have the youngest age weighting of any migrant population in Australia.  
Only 19% of the general Australian population is aged under 14 years, compared to 43% for 
humanitarian entrants.20  DIAC noted that, in 2004-05, for example, over half of humanitarian 
entrants were aged 18 or under.21 
 
A consequence of Australia’s increasingly ageing population is an expected permanent labour 
shortage from 2010 onwards.22  According to the National Farmers Federation,23 employment 
levels in agriculture will need to increase by 36%, or 114,000 jobs (123,000 if “services to 
agriculture” jobs are included) over the next six years alone, if an employment shortfall is to be 
avoided.  Because of their particular age profile, the humanitarian intake has a positive contribution 
to “net labour force entry” (the number of new participants less retirees).  In fact, no other migrant 
group provides a positive net labour force entry of the same duration or stability as the 
humanitarian intake.24 
 

In recent years, leading business individuals and organisations – such as the Business Council of 
Australia and the Australian Industries Group – have been strong advocates of immigration on 
economic grounds.  Rupert Myer, Chairman of The Myer Family Company, said in 2006: “I 
understand that 50% of our refugees are under 20 years of age. Here is the youth and energy that 
business needs, crying out for chance to get a job, make a life and contribute to society”.25  
Prominent figures such as Frank Lowy, Fred Hilmer, Hugh Morgan, Jac Nasser (former global 
head of Ford), Rod Eddington (CEO British Airways) and Leigh Clifford (CEO Rio Tinto) have also 
spoken out in favour of a vigorous migration program.26 
 

3.2.4 Boosting regional areas 
 

Many areas of regional Australia are experiencing acute labour shortages, a significant decline of 
social services, eroding infrastructure and a drain of young people to capital cities.   Increasingly, 
regional communities are realising the benefits of encouraging refugees to settle in the area.  
Refugees have shown their willingness to undertake jobs that other Australians are not prepared to 
do.  Many refugees without existing family ties in Australia are happy to move to areas where there 

                                                
17 Mares, P. Borderline: Australia’s treatment of refugees and asylum seekers. UNSW Press Ltd, 2001. 
18 Australian Bureau of Statistics, June 2008.  http://www.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/3201.0 
19 Australian Bureau of Statistics, June 2008.  http://www.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/3222.0 
20 Access Economics 2008, op cit. 
21 “Humanitarian Settlement Discussion Paper”. Australian Government, 2006. http://www.immi.gov.au/living-in-australia/delivering-
assistance/Discussion_paper.pdf  
22 “Labour shortages permanent by 2010”. Human Resources, February 2005. 
http://www.humanresourcesmagazine.com.au/articles/50/0c02cd50.asp  
23 Summary of Labour Shortages in the Agricultural Sector, March 2008.  National Farmers’ Federation.  http://www.nff.org.au/get/2449661872.doc 
24 Access Economics 2008, op cit. 
25 “Opening doors, changing lives”: address to Brotherhood of St Laurence Business Breakfast, October 2006. 
http://www.philanthropy.org.au/pdfs/papersreports/RupertMyer_RefugeeWeek%20271006.pdf  
26 White, Graham. “Business leaders want an injection of talent”, The Age, 19 May 2003. 
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is high demand for labour and lower housing costs.  The towns of Shepparton and Young provide 
recent examples of the social and economic benefits of resettling refugees. 
 

Shepparton, in northern Victoria, has experienced successive waves of migration, including 
Eastern European refugees who arrived after World War II and African and Iraqi refugees in the 
past decade.  Shepparton’s robust economy, resilience and rich social capital are credited to the 
enormous contributions made by each migrant group.  It is widely acknowledged that the migrant 
population has significantly diversified and expanded the retail and industry sectors of Shepparton.  
It is estimated that 20-40% of the town’s businesses and professional occupations are owned by 
migrants, including many of refugee background.  The influx of migrants has created a baby boom, 
an increase in local economic activity and has attracted new services in health and education, 
benefiting the whole community.  One respondent in a study said “Migration is what makes Shep 
the vibrant place it is today…. These migrants – probably one of the greatest things they have 
provided is employment.  It is because of that influx that we now have a university.”27 
 

Young is a town in south-western NSW where up to 90 Afghan refugees, on Temporary Protection 
Visas, came to live and work from mid-2001 onwards.  Most of the refugees were employed at the 
local meat processing plant that had had a notoriously difficult time finding employees to meet its 
expansion needs.   In one of the few quantitative economic studies of refugee resettlement, it was 
estimated that the Afghans injected around $2.5 million into the local economy, in terms of their 
direct expenditure and the multiplier effect of their expenditure.  In 2003, the then Mayor of Young, 
John Walker, spoke of their contribution as ‘immeasurable’, pointing out that many other 
businesses, such as pork producers, feed mills and harvesters, relied on the success of the 
meatworks.28 
 

Recommendation 5 
RCOA recommends that DIAC commission further research on the economic and social 
contributions of Australia’s 730,000 post-war refugee and humanitarian migrants, to inform 
future planning of the Refugee and Humanitarian Program. 

 
3.3 Australia’s international role in refugee support 
 

Of the 9.68 million refugees, 1.71 million people in refugee-like conditions and 740,000 asylum 
seekers estimated by UNHCR to be in need of support at the end of 2007, less than 1% were 
being hosted, received or resettled by Australia.  As in previous years, the countries hosting the 
largest numbers of refugees were nations far less affluent than our own, some, like Chad, being 
among the world’s poorest nations.  UNHCR’s 2007 Global Trends estimates that the largest 
populations of refugees and people in refugee-like conditions can be found in countries such as 
Pakistan (2.04 million), Syria (1.50 million), Iran (964,000), Jordan (500,000), Tanzania (436,000), 
China (301,000) and Chad (294,000).  The industrialised countries which have recognised or 
resettled the largest numbers in recent years are United States, Germany and United Kingdom. 
 

Table 5: International and Australian refugee statistics 29 
 

  Global total 
Australian 

total 
Global % in 

Australia 
Australia's 

ranking 

Refugees recognised and registered, 2007 1,394,041 1,702 0.12% 41 
Refugees recognised, registered and resettled, 2007 1,469,343 11,330 0.77% 18 
Refugees resettled, 2007 75,302 9,628 12.79% 3 
Asylum seeker cases pending, 31 Dec 2007 739,986 1,516 0.20% 52 
Refugees and people in refugee-like situations, 31 Dec 2007 11,390,670 23,680 0.21% 50 

                                                
27 Social Costs and Benefits of Migration into Australia, Part III: Community Studies.Centre for Applied Research in Social Science, UNE, 2007, 
page 112. 
28 “Young counts economic benefits of asylum seekers”, The World Today, ABC Radio, 28 February 2003.  
http://www.abc.net.au/worldtoday/stories/s795214.htm  
29 Source: 2007 Global Trends: Refugees, Asylum-seekers, Returnees, Internally Displaced and Stateless Persons, UNHCR, June 2008, statistical 
annexes, Table 3. 
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As the above table illustrates, Australia’s role in the recognition and registration of refugees in 2007 
was very small, with just 0.12% of the global recognition or registration of refugees occurring within 
Australia.  At 31 December 2007, the 1,516 people in Australia with asylum applications pending 
made up just 0.2% of the global total.  UNHCR ranked Australia 41st for the total number of 
refugees recognised during 2007, 52nd for the number of asylum seeker cases pending and 50th 
for the number of refugees and people in refugee-like situations. 
 
When 2007 figures for the resettlement of refugees were combined with recognition and 
registration rates, Australia was ranked 18th for new cases.  However, given the scale of refugee 
recognition and registration in the Middle East and Africa, Australia’s share of global responsibility 
was just 0.77%.  Australia was involved in the recognition, registration and resettlement of 11,330 
of the 1.47 million new cases during the year. 
 
Table 6: Refugees recognised, registered and resettled in 2007 30 
 

Rank Country 2007 additions   Rank Country 2007 additions 

1 Syria 803,008   12 Sweden 18,296 
2 Tanzania 105,601   13 Canada 17,040 
3 United States 66,260   14 France 14,196 
4 Kenya 58,154   15 Malaysia 14,156 
5 Sudan 35,337   16 Egypt 13,191 
6 Lebanon 30,730   17 Burundi 12,326 
7 Cameroon 26,903   18 Australia 11,330 
8 Uganda 25,719   19 United Kingdom 10,704 
9 Ethiopia 24,477   20 Switzerland 9,499 

10 Yemen 22,634     Other countries 120,738 
11 Chad 20,018     Total 1,469,343 

 
However, in the field of refugee resettlement, Australia’s role in global terms is significant.  In 2007, 
Australia was ranked third for refugee resettlement, with the nation receiving 12.8% of world’s 
resettled refugees.  As has been noted publicly on numerous occasions, Australia resettles more 
refugees per capita than any other nation. 
 
Table 7: Refugee resettlement by country, 2007 31 
 

Rank Resettlement country Arrivals   Rank Resettlement country Arrivals 

1 United States 48,281   8 Netherlands 569 

2 Canada 11,155   9 United Kingdom 515 

3 Australia 9,628   10 Denmark 474 

4 Sweden 1,845   11 Brazil 157 

5 Norway 1,106   12 Ireland 114 

6 New Zealand 739   13 Argentina 32 

7 Finland 657   14 Iceland 30 
Total number of refugees resettled in 2007 - 73,411 

 
Resettlement is an important response to the situation of refugees who have no other durable 
solution available but only 0.8% of the world’s refugees were given the opportunity to resettle in 
2007. 
 
While acknowledging that developing nations host the great majority of the world’s refugees, a 
comparison of Australia’s role with other industrialised nations is useful.  The 2005 UNHCR 
Statistical Yearbook provides a 10-year summary of refugee admissions (recognition, residency 

                                                
30 Source: ibid. 
31 Source: ibid. 
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and resettlement) in 38 industrialised nations.  This summary showed that, of the 38 nations, 
between 1996 and 2005 Australia was ranked 13th for the total number of asylum claims, 8th for 
asylum seekers recognised as refugees, 3rd for refugee resettlement and 6th for total admissions 
(refugee recognition, resettlement and other forms of residency).  If temporary protection were 
removed from these statistics, Australia would rank 5th for total admissions. 
 
Table 8: Total refugee admissions in industrialised countries, 1996-2005 32 
 

Rank   Country  
Refugee 
recognition  

Other forms of 
residency  Resettlement  

Temporary 
protection  

Total 
admissions  

1 United States 213,410  -   608,334  -   821,744  
2 Germany 112,244  19,253  -   330,000  461,497  
3 United Kingdom 179,629  102,958  345  -   282,932  
4 Canada 133,644  -   108,564  -   242,208  
5 Switzerland 28,810  76,103  -   54,460  159,373  
6 Australia 22,701  -   102,509  -   125,210  
7 Netherlands 25,689  89,806  2,694  -   118,189  
8 France 100,283  -   -   -   100,283  
9 Italy 9,640  11,035  -   61,386  82,061  

10 Sweden 6,442  56,358  12,123  -   74,923  
 
For industrialised countries, these statistics (with temporary protection statistics removed) provide 
probably the most useful comparison of each nation’s commitment to providing durable solutions 
for refugees.  Because of geography, Australia has always received fewer asylum seekers than 
many industrialised countries in Europe and North America.  That situation is unlikely to change 
significantly in the medium term.  As a result, Australia’s generosity in refugee resettlement should 
be compared with other nations’ efforts in providing permanent residency to people who have 
sought asylum.  When these statistics are compared on a per capita basis, Australia was ranked 
8th of the 38 industrialised nations for total admissions, as the table below illustrates. 
 
Table 9: Total refugee admissions per capita, 1996-2005 33 
 

  Country 
Total 
admissions  

Admissions per 
1000 inhabitants  

1 Switzerland       159,373  22.0 
2 Norway         48,040  10.4 
3 Liechtenstein              303  8.8 
4 Sweden         74,293  8.3 
5 Denmark         44,621  8.2 
6 Canada       242,208  7.5 
7 Netherlands       118,189  7.3 
8 Australia       125,210  6.2 
9 Germany       461,497  5.6 

10 Malta           1,939  4.8 
 
It is clear that Australia’s efforts are creditable when compared with most industrialised nations.  
However, when overall numbers of refugees and available resources within a host nation are 
compared, it is clear that the greatest international responsibility is being shouldered by nations 
such as Pakistan, Syria, Jordan, Iran, Tanzania and Chad.  This needs to be considered as 
Australia sets future priorities both for its offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program and its 
international development assistance. 

 

                                                
32 Source: 2005 UNHCR Statistical Yearbook, page 168. 
33 Source: ibid, page 168.  Figures include temporary protection statistics.  However, Australia remains 8th even if these statistics are removed. 



   
 

Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program 2009-10 – RCOA submission page 20  

3.4 Current composition of the refugee and humanitarian program 

 
3.4.1 Visa categories 
 
The Refugee and Humanitarian Program is divided into three main categories: 
• Refugee program for people who are subject to persecution in their home country, who are 

typically outside their home country, and are in need of resettlement. The majority of applicants 
who are considered under this category are identified and referred by the UNHCR to Australia 
for resettlement. The Refugee category includes the Refugee (visa subclass 200), In-country 
Special Humanitarian (201), Emergency Rescue (203) and Woman at Risk (204) subclasses.34 

• Special Humanitarian Program (SHP, subclass 202) for people outside their home country who 
are subject to gross violation of human rights in their home country. A proposer who is an 
Australian citizen, permanent resident or eligible New Zealand citizen, or an organisation that is 
based in Australia, must support applications for entry under the SHP. 

• Onshore Refugee program, for people who have entered Australia and engaged Australia’s 
protection obligations under the Refugee Convention.  Onshore Humanitarian visas are issued 
to people found to be in need of protection but not under the provisions of the Refugee 
Convention. 

Between 1991 and 2001, a Special Assistance Category (SAC) visa was also available, for people 
who did not meet the Refugee or SHP criteria but were in situations of discrimination, displacement 
or hardship.  Typically, SAC visa applicants were proposed by relatives resident in Australia. 
 
Table 10: Refugee and humanitarian visas issued, by category, 1996-2008 35 
 

Year Refugee 
Special 

Humanitarian 
Program 

Special 
Assistance 
Category 

Onshore 
Humanitarian 

Onshore 
Refugee 

Total 

1996-97 3,330 2,580 3,730 0 2,250 11,890 

1997-98 4,010 4,640 1,820 0 1,590 12,060 

1998-99 3,990 4,350 1,190 0 1,830 11,360 

1999-00 3,800 3,050 650 0 2,460 9,960 

2000-01 4,000 3,120 880 160 5,580 13,740 

2001-02 4,160 4,260 40 10 3,890 12,360 

2002-03 4,376 7,280 0 3 866 12,525 

2003-04 4,134 8,927 0 2 788 13,851 

2004-05 5,511 6,755 0 17 895 13,178 

2005-06 6,022 6,836 0 14 1,272 14,144 

2006-07 6,003 5,275 0 38 1,701 13,017 

2007-08 5,962 5,026 0 42 1,984 13,014 

Total 55,298           62,099 8,310                 286 25,106 151,099 

 
3.4.2 Regional priorities 
 
Over the past decade, the offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program has seen very significant 
regional shifts.  In 1998-99, half of the program was allocated to the resettlement of refugees from 
Europe; however, for the past four years, European refugees have made up less than 1% of those 
settled.  Over the same period, the African component of the program rose from 16% to 70% and 
back down to 33%, while the Asian component of the program has risen dramatically in the past 
three years as resettlement of refugees from Burma and Bhutan has gained pace. 
 

                                                
34 Definition from Fact Sheet 60 - Australia's Refugee and Humanitarian Program, DIAC. 
35 Source: DIAC.  Note that these figures for visas issued do not match the humanitarian arrivals figures quoted earlier, as not all people issued 
visas in a given year arrive in the same year. 
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Table 11: Regional composition of Refugee and Humanitarian Program, 1996-2009 36 
 

Year Africa M East & SW Asia Asia Europe Americas 
2008-09 37 33.0% 33.0% 33.0% - - 
2007-08 30.5% 35.3% 33.7% 0.5% 0.1% 
2006-07 50.9% 28.0% 20.7% 0.4% - 
2005-06 55.7% 34.0% 9.9% 0.4% 0.1% 
2004-05 70.2% 26.2% 3.4% 0.2% 0.1% 
2003-04 70.8% 24.3% 1.9% 3.0% 0.1% 
2002-03 48.3% 40.0% 1.7% 9.9% - 
2001-02 33.1% 32.4% 2.2% 32.0% 0.2% 
2000-01 25.5% 27.1% 4.0% 43.1% 0.3% 
1999-00 23.1% 29.4% 1.5% 45.6% 0.3% 
1998-99 16.3% 30.6% 3.1% 49.7% 0.3% 

 
The public controversy created in 2007 by comments of the then Minister for Immigration and 
Citizenship, Kevin Andrews, about the settlement of African refugees has caused considerable 
confusion about how and why decisions about regional targets are made.  Over the past year, 
RCOA has heard many comments from people who believe that resettlement from Africa to 
Australia has ceased permanently.  Others fear that Mr Andrews’ comments have so damaged the 
cause of African resettlement that African refugees will not get fair consideration again. 
 
RCOA applauded the decision of Senator Chris Evans to meet senior African community leaders in 
Melbourne and Sydney within his first week as Minister for Immigration and Citizenship, assuring 
them of the new Government’s commitment to non-discriminatory immigration and refugee 
policies.  We also supported the Minister’s decision to split the 2008-09 refugee program evenly 
between needs in Africa, Asia and the Middle East.  This illustrated that each region has refugee 
populations in urgent need of resettlement and that the Government’s intention was clearly to end 
the controversy about regional targets. 
 
It is not necessary in future years to maintain an equal split between Africa, Asia and the Middle 
East.  However, given the extent of protracted refugee situations in all three regions, we believe 
that, in coming years, Australia should maintain a strong resettlement program from each of these 
regions. 

                                                
36 Figures from Fact Sheet 60 - Australia's Refugee and Humanitarian Program, DIAC 2008 and DIMA 2006. 
37 2008-09 figure is target announced by Minister Evans on 20 June 2008.  It includes a 1% contingency. 
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4. FAMILY REUNION AND THE HUMANITARIAN PROGRAM 
 

4.1 Community perspectives 
 
4.1.1. Fears for refugees at risk 
 
In RCOA’s community consultations, recent refugee visa entrants and representatives of refugee 
communities repeatedly emphasised that issues related to the Special Humanitarian Program 
(SHP) were more important to them than any other considerations in Australian refugee policy.  
Much of the discussion focused on unmet expectations.  People spoke about the angst caused by 
continued separation from family members and numerous critical humanitarian crises to which they 
felt neither the Refugee program nor the SHP were making adequate responses. 
 
Some examples of current crises discussed at the consultations were: 

• The great distress of Afghan refugees living in Iran and northern Pakistan, who did not feel safe 
to return to Afghanistan, could not get assistance through UNHCR and had their SHP 
applications rejected. 

• Assyrians living in very difficult circumstances in Jordan and Syria who had had SHP 
applications rejected on five or six occasions and had no viable option left. 

• Congolese refugees in a camp in Tanzania which the Government of Tanzania had decided to 
close, being expected to return to the Democratic Republic of Congo at a time when fighting 
was escalating. 

• Concern about Sierra Leonean and Liberian refugees living in Guinea, where demonstrations 
against the government were continuing and civilians were using the breakdown of law and 
order during these demonstrations to attack refugees in their homes.  One consultation 
participant spoke of a distressed phone call the previous night from his cousin, whose husband 
had returned to Liberia to see whether it was safe for the family to return there from the 
worsening situation in Guinea, only to be arrested in Liberia and told that he should not be in 
the country. 

• The situation of Northern Korean refugees living as undocumented migrants in China, including 
women who had been sold into marriage by traffickers. 

 
These and many other crises weigh heavily on the minds of refugee and humanitarian migrants.  A 
participant at a consultation in Western Sydney spoke about some Iraqi community members 
disconnecting their phones at night so that they could try to sleep without fearing they would be 
woken by yet more bad news from Iraq.  The regular media reports of more killings in Iraq were 
exacerbating the trauma suffered by people who had fled Iraq, she said.  When asked about 
priority issues for this submission, an Assyrian community member said: “Settlement issues here 
are the second priority, not the first priority.  I’m worried about people who are overseas.  Our 
trauma goes on because of the suffering of our relatives.” 
 
4.1.2. The SHP application process 
 
The SHP application process is fraught with difficulties for individuals and groups putting forward 
proposals.  The number of applications has, for many years, been far greater than the number of 
available places.  Over the past six years, DIAC has processed around 362,000 SHP applications 
and granted 40,100 SHP visas.  This means that 89% of applications processed were rejected.  
While the number of SHP applications received in 2007-08 was half of the number received two 
years earlier, the rejection rate still remains above 85%. 
 
Concern was expressed at community consultations about the length of the application process for 
some cases.  People spoke of applications taking 2½ years, and even up to four years, to process, 
with the people being proposed remaining in dire situations during this time.  Questions were also 
asked about access to the SHP for people in some countries such as Malaysia where the 
Australian High Commission has reportedly commented that SHP applications are not accepted. 
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4.1.3 Extended separation of split families 
 
While priority is given under the SHP to reuniting split families (parents and children under the age 
of 18 years), many consultation participants spoke of practical difficulties and delays experienced 
by refugees seeking family reunion.  The circumstances of families being split by war and 
persecution are deeply traumatic, with many people fearing the worst has happened to their 
children or spouse until the missing family member/s are traced.  However, community members 
report that some families are still waiting to be reunited with recently traced children more than 
eight months after an SHP application has been lodged. 
 
At consultations all over Australia, participants spoke of the continuing problem of family members 
being left behind when the rest of the family resettled because, for any of a number of reasons, 
their names were omitted from the original refugee or humanitarian visa application.  Participants 
spoke of family members being omitted because: 

• the family member was not present at the time the form was submitted but was reunited with 
the family prior to resettlement; 

• mistakes were made in the filling out of the form, by the principal applicant, interpreters or 
UNHCR staff; 

• the applicant married or gave birth to a child after the visa application was submitted. 
 
In many cases, the family members whose visas are approved are advised to resettle in Australia 
and then to apply for reunion with the spouse or child left behind.  The fear of missing out on 
resettlement is so great that this course of action is commonly taken, leaving the family in great 
distress while they wait for reunion to occur.  Similar distress is experienced by Woman at Risk 
visa entrants who, after arrival, discover that a husband, previously believed to be dead, is in fact 
alive.  They then must go through the complicated process of seeking a waiver to permit family 
reunion to occur. 
 
The delay in family reunion is extended by the refusal of some host countries to issue exit visas 
promptly or at all.  Conversely, some countries, from time to time, issue visas with very short expiry 
dates requiring rushed departures.  In Perth, one man found that his wife and eight children were 
given a two-week exit visa, leaving him with no time to organise alternative accommodation in a 
very difficult rental market and no option but to welcome them to his one-bedroom flat. 
 
4.1.4 Definitions of ‘family’ 
 
DIAC’s approach to how family is defined causes great heartache to many people seeking family 
reunion.  The problem is two-fold: 

• the definition of immediate family being restricted to parents and children under the age of 18 
years, excluding others who live as part of the family and are dependent on the principal 
breadwinner/s; and 

• the failure to recognise the strength of the ties and cultural obligations to members of the 
extended family in African, Middle Eastern and Asian cultures. 

 
The narrow definition of immediate family excludes unmarried adult children, older relatives who 
live with the family, stepchildren whose biological parents have died and children who have been 
adopted where no government-sanctioned process of adoption is available (including children of 
deceased relatives and neighbours).  In many cases, these family members are very vulnerable 
when they are left behind in a refugee camp or urban setting.  UNHCR has recognised the need to 
reflect the variety of configurations that constitute the refugee family, broadening its definition of 
family to include concepts of dependency: 
 

UNHCR aims to respect the culturally diverse interpretations of family members, as long as 
they are in accordance with human rights standards.  Its definition of family for the purposes of 
settlement includes the concepts of dependency.  Unlike some settlement states, UNHCR 
include as part of the family unit individuals who are engaged to be married, who have entered 
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into customary marriage, or who have otherwise established long-term partnerships (including 
same-sex partnerships). The UNHCR definition also includes persons who may be dependent 
on the family unit, particularly economically, but also socially or emotionally dependent.  This 
includes children who have reached 18 years of age or who are married (if they remain in the 
family unit) or children or older people under foster care or guardianship arrangements, but are 
not biologically related.38 

 

RCOA recommends that the Australian Government adopt this definition of family, as outlined in 
the UNHCR Resettlement Handbook, for determining refugee visas and humanitarian visas under 
the “split family” provision. 
 
Consultation participants of many cultural backgrounds spoke about the differences between the 
understanding of family in Australia and in their countries of origin.  People of Sudanese 
background spoke of the clan as family and of the moral responsibility of each person to share with 
other members of their clan.  Another participant said that, in the Assyrian language, the word 
“cousin” did not exist because cousins were regarded as brothers and sisters.  Yet another asked 
why, if an extended family had always lived together as a family, it was not treated as a family in 
the Australian humanitarian program. 
 
For some, the SHP does provide the means for members of an extended family to reunite.  A 
settlement service provider in one city spoke positively of how the SHP had enabled the local 
Sierra Leonean and Sudanese communities to be built up over time, with many of the people in 
each community now directly related.  She noted that this had done much to help people feel at 
home in Australia. 
 
Recommendation 6 
RCOA recommends that the Australian Government apply the UNHCR Resettlement 
Handbook’s definition of family when determining refugee and humanitarian visa 
applications. 

 
4.2 The role of family reunion in successful settlement 
 

Separation from family is having a big impact on us.  We cannot settle.  Everyone in this 
room is suffering.  We receive calls every night from relatives overseas asking for help 
because we are the only ones able to assist.  In my home country, everyone shares.  If am 
fortunate, I share what I have with my relatives.  Here in Australia we are slicing our income 
into many parts to support family members who have nothing.  The government doesn’t 
understand this.  They see us as the same as people born in Australia. 

Participant at RCOA consultation, Blacktown NSW, November 2008 
 
4.2.1 Separation from family and psychosocial wellbeing 
 
Foundation House (Victorian Foundation for Survivors of Torture) and the Refugee Health 
Research Centre have initiated research into the relationship between family and the successful 
settlement of refugee and humanitarian entrants.  In 2008, they worked together on a literature 
review and began work on an empirical study, due to be completed in 2009.  The literature review39 
pointed to strong evidence that the successful settlement of people of refugee backgrounds can be 
significantly facilitated by the presence of family members.  The key areas where family unity can 
be particularly important are psychosocial wellbeing and economic participation through 
employment and operating small businesses.  
 
Anxiety about the welfare of family members left behind in situations of danger and deprivation 
sustains a sense of helplessness and contributes to depression and long-term post-traumatic 

                                                
38 Challenges and Opportunities in Family Reunification, Discussion Paper for 2008 Annual Tripartite Consultations on Resettlement, Geneva, 30 
June to 2 July 2008, UNHCR, pages 2-3. 
39 Improving settlement outcomes for refugee families, Victorian Foundation for Survivors of Torture and Refugee Health Research Centre, La 
Trobe University, unpublished. 
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stress reactions. The impact on the individual’s mental health can adversely affect her/his 
relationships and capacity for intimacy.  Without family, new arrivals may be unable to make any 
long-term plans, believing that they must not do so until the family can make them together.  
 
Concerns about family overseas weigh heavily on the minds of refugees who find it difficult to 
concentrate on the more practical tasks of settlement such as learning English. This has follow-on 
effects for their capacity to enter the workforce or participate in the broader Australian society.  
Those most affected by family separation are the most vulnerable – women, children and the 
elderly. For instance, in the absence of the extended family to help with care giving, women with 
infants have little opportunity to move beyond the domestic sphere and are isolated from the wider 
community. 
 
Conversely, the presence of family can be very beneficial and have a therapeutic effect on people 
who have survived traumatic experiences.  Family plays a pivotal role in providing emotional, 
physical and material support. Family anchors the individual’s identity by affirming mutual 
understanding of roles and experience. Intact families can devote their full energies to rebuilding 
their lives. 
 
It is difficult for new arrivals to look forward when separated from their families.  Those who have 
elderly or sick family members sometimes need to return to their country of origin, despite safety 
concerns, to care for older family members in the absence of formalised health care or aged care 
systems.  Moreover, remittances to family overseas often constitute a major financial burden, 
leaving little for education in Australia or for basic needs such as food. 
 
It is important to note that in many cultures from which Australian refugees are drawn, “the family” 
with whom people feel intimately connected is not bounded by the concept of the nuclear family or 
even lineage.  Additionally, the refugee experience restructures the traditional family unit, some 
members are lost during conflict and flight and new members are embraced to bolster social 
support in an environment of flux.  
 
4.2.2 The role of family in economic participation 
 
Economic participation, whether through employment or the establishment of small businesses, is 
also a high priority for refugees on resettlement.  Earning an income is obviously important to 
meeting the material needs of family both in Australia and overseas and to secure family 
reunification. Further, engaging in productive work is a source of personal satisfaction, a signifier of 
independence, and means of social connection. Refugees also believe that work is a way in which 
they can express their gratitude and contribute positively to the new country in which they have 
been resettled.  Unemployment and reliance on state benefits results in dependency, frustration, 
poverty and a loss of pride and dignity. 
 
Rural and regional Australia is an attractive settlement option for many new arrivals, particularly 
those from farming backgrounds.  Given the challenges that rural and regional settlement poses, 
research suggests that family can facilitate settlement to these areas and participation in the 
regional community.  
 
The importance of family in economic terms is well captured by Professor Bill Ong Hing with 
respect to the experience of the refugees in the United States: 
 

The truth is that the family promotes productivity after resettlement in the United States through 
the promotion of labour force activity and job mobility that is certainly as important – perhaps 
more important – than the particular skills with which the individual arrives. Family and 
household structures are primary factors in promoting high economic achievement.40 

 

                                                
40 Promoting Family Values and Immigration, Testimony of Professor Bill Ong Hing (Professor of Law and Asian American Studies, University of 
California, Davis) before the House Judiciary Subcommittee On Immigration, 8 May 2007, page 14 
http://www.advancingequality.org/files/Hing_Testimony.pdf (accessed 23 December 2008) 
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Intact families assist in labour market participation. For a refugee or humanitarian entrant, the 
presence of a supportive family enhances his/her capacity to negotiate services, access education, 
establish strong social networks and find a job. The extended family can be an important source of 
information about employment opportunities both early in the settlement period and later on when 
looking for career advancement.  It is commonplace for many refugee communities to seek 
employment through informal connections rather than through formalised employment networks. 
 
The benefits of having an extended family or significant unrelated individuals resettle together are 
also gendered. Households headed by single adult females are found to have lower participation in 
the workforce and lower employment retention. The need to care for children may confine women 
to the domestic domain, limiting their capacity to access paid employment and lowering their living 
standards. 
 
Extended families are also important to the establishment and operations of small businesses, a 
common practice among refugees in Australia and other resettlement countries. The financial 
resources of family members are pooled for the common good, enabling the start up of enterprises 
which credit barriers may otherwise render unfeasible. Then, household members provide the 
labour often at low cost until the business becomes viable.  
 
Apart from economic participation, extended family structures provide better prospects for 
achieving financial self-sufficiency and minimising the risk of serious poverty. The households of 
refugees commonly include the extended family and, in a spirit of collectivism, resources are 
shared. 

 
4.3 Reviewing the Special Humanitarian Program 
 
4.3.1 Clarifying the SHP’s aims 
 
The high rejection rate of SHP applications illustrates the many pressures on the program.  RCOA 
believes it is time to clarify the SHP’s aims, to review what can and cannot be achieved by the 
program – and to explore whether any alternative responses might be available for some of the 
people whose needs cannot be met.  In years past, the SHP and the former Special Assistance 
Category enabled Australia to maintain a significant humanitarian program at a time when 
resettlement referrals from UNHCR were limited.  As noted in section 2.2, UNHCR has 
substantially improved its capacity to refer people for resettlement, to a level beyond the number of 
resettlement places currently available around the world.  This factor needs to be taken into 
consideration by the Australian Government in determining the numbers allocated to the Refugee 
program and the SHP. 
 
DIAC defines the SHP as focusing on “people outside their home country who are subject to 
substantial discrimination amounting to gross violation of human rights in their home country”41.  
The “split family” provisions of the SHP “allow the grant of a visa to immediate family members of a 
permanent humanitarian visa holder if they can demonstrate the family relationship and meet 
public interest criteria”42.  In effect, the SHP serves four main purposes, to greater and lesser 
degrees: 

1. Facilitating the reunion of split families, where family members have already entered Australia 
on refugee or humanitarian visas; 

2. Providing opportunities for refugee and humanitarian entrants to nominate others in desperate 
need of humanitarian settlement, most commonly members of their extended family or friends; 

3. Creating opportunities for Australian community-based organisations to play a role in 
humanitarian settlement, through proposing and providing settlement support to refugees or 
people in refugee-like situations; and 

                                                
41 Fact Sheet 60 - Australia's Refugee and Humanitarian Program, DIAC, revised 25 August 2008. 
42 Country Chapter: Australia in UNHCR Resettlement Handbook, March 2007 revision, page AUL/5. 
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4. Maintaining a level of flexibility in the offshore humanitarian program, allowing an alternative 
process for people who might not have access to UNHCR processes or fall outside Refugee 
Convention definitions but still are in great need of resettlement on humanitarian grounds. 

 
The greatest barrier to a useful public discussion about options for the SHP is the absence of 
detailed information about the treatment of applications.  Refugee communities and the agencies 
supporting them have only anecdotes and limited data to try to understand what is happening.  
More information is needed about how SHP applications are being processed, which types of 
applications are successful and why particular types of applications are rejected.  This would 
greatly help community understanding of how effective or otherwise the program is in meeting its 
purposes. 
 
4.3.2 The impact of travel costs 
 
In June 2008, RCOA released research into the impacts of Australia’s policy of requiring SHP 
proposers to pay the costs of travel to Australia for the new humanitarian entrants they propose.  
Supported by the Reichstein Foundation, RCOA interviewed SHP entrants and proposers in 
metropolitan and regional Victoria, drawing the findings together into a report, Who Bears the Cost 
of Australia’s Special Humanitarian Program? 
 
The report noted that most proposers were former refugee or SHP entrants themselves, many of 
whom were still in the early stages of settlement. The people they are proposing are usually family 
members or others to whom they have obligations and are coming from refugee-like situations. In 
many cases, the people they are proposing are recognised refugees.  IOM received funds from the 
Australian Government to provide interest-free loans to proposers to cover airfare costs. Despite 
the estimated 40% of proposers accessing this loan scheme, they made up only a small 
percentage of proposers interviewed in the RCOA study. The majority were taking loans from 
informal sources, in some cases with excessively high interest rates and short repayment periods. 
 
In some cases, difficulties in raising the funds for airfares were causing delays in the arrival of 
families, the report found. Sometimes this resulted in families being split across continents, if the 
funds could not be raised for all family members.  The desire to access funds as quickly and easily 
as possible once the visas had been issued made proposers vulnerable to exploitative loan 
arrangements. 
 
In most cases where the SHP entrant was not an immediate family member (i.e. spouse or 
dependent child), the proposer was handing the debt over to the new entrant/s. This meant that 
most new SHP entrants were arriving with significant existing debt.  As a result of the debt, many 
new SHP entrants were unable to afford their own accommodation and were forced to live with 
their proposer, often in overcrowded conditions until the loan was paid off. This placed a significant 
strain on the relationship between the proposer and the new entrant, resulting in some cases in the 
relationship breaking down at a crucial stage in the new entrant’s settlement process.  In some 
cases, proposers were taking advantage of the vulnerability of the new entrants and making a 
profit from the airfares. Gratitude and lack of other community supports meant few new entrants 
were prepared to challenge or question the amounts or loan conditions.  In a number of cases, 
proposers took complete control of the new entrant’s finances until the debt was paid off. This 
included seizing bank cards and Centrelink details. 
 
Having to pay back a debt for airfares caused enormous hardship for many new entrants including 
poverty, malnutrition, housing stress and overcrowding, homelessness, separation of families 
across households, discontinuation of schooling, bad credit ratings and bankruptcy. 
 
The concerns raised in this report were echoed in consultations conducted for the preparation of 
this submission.  Participants outlined situations where newly arrived SHP entrants and their 
proposers were struggling to repay thousands of dollars in debt, as well as the problems of 
overcrowding and stress which resulted. 
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The report, Who Bears the Cost of Australia’s Special Humanitarian Program?, made the following 
recommendations: 
 

1. Recognising that SHP entrants are in most cases coming from the same situation as 
refugee entrants, RCOA recommends that the Federal Government cover the costs of 
airfares for SHP entrants as it currently does for refugee entrants. 

 

2. Short of recommendation 1 being implemented, RCOA recommends that one of the 
following three strategies be adopted: 
a. To assist proposers who have particularly high airfare costs (associated with the size of 

the group being proposed or region the entrants are coming from) the Federal 
Government cover the extra costs beyond a set minimum threshold for individuals and 
families. 

b. The Federal Government introduce a HECS like loan scheme for new SHP entrants 
that allows them to repay their debt once their income reaches a certain threshold. 

c. The Federal Government fund and develop an interest free loan scheme that allows 
proposers to borrow the full amount, is not means tested, has reasonable repayment 
periods and is administered through local community agencies.  

 

3. In the interim, RCOA recommends that:  
a. IOM explore options for improving its connections with community-based organisations 

involved in issuing travel loans, to build a more effective strategic partnership between 
its national loan fund and organisations with closer connections to those being settled. 

b. A communication strategy be implemented by IOM to ensure that information about 
how to access its loan scheme is distributed as broadly as possible and especially 
among potential proposer communities.  

c. The deposit requirement for IOM loans be removed and IOM provide loans for the full 
amount of the airfares, acknowledging that this requirement is a significant barrier to 
access. 

d. IOM review its eligibility criteria that restricts access to only health care card holders in 
recognition that in most cases the debt is transferred to the new entrant. 43 

 
4.3.3 Advice for applicants 
 
For SHP proposers, the shortage of pro-bono migration advice is further complicating the 
application process.  The offshore humanitarian visa application form is very difficult for people not 
fluent in English.  The few settlement services which offer migration advice have long lists of 
people waiting for advice.  One service in Perth estimates that it can help only one in every 60 
people who seek assistance with SHP proposals.  An ethno-specific settlement service in NSW 
estimates that it spends 40% of its time offering people advice and assistance with SHP application 
matters, reducing its capacity to respond to other settlement needs.  As pointed out in previous 
submissions, RCOA believes that the wider availability of quality pro-bono advice for SHP 
proposers would benefit all involved.  Good advice would improve the quality of proposals lodged 
and assist in managing some of the many unrealistic expectations of the SHP, reducing the volume 
of applications with no reasonable chance of success. 
 
4.3.4 Feedback to unsuccessful applicants 
 
The failure to give specific feedback about unsuccessful SHP applications causes great distress for 
many applicants.  Unsuccessful applicants report that DIAC continues to issue standard rejection 
letters, citing clauses in the Migration Act but providing no specific information about why the 
particular application was rejected nor any advice which might assist in the lodging of future 
applications (such as criteria to be met or if and when a repeat application could be made).  This 
lack of information creates divisions within some families, with the Australian-based applicant 
unable to explain to relatives overseas why the application was unsuccessful. 
 

                                                
43 Who Bears the Cost of Australia’s Special Humanitarian Program?, Refugee Council of Australia, June 2008, page 13. 
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This issue was explored in a 2007 report by the Commonwealth Ombudsman, Department of 
Immigration and Citizenship: Notification of decisions and review rights for unsuccessful visa 
applications.  Commenting on the proforma letter issued to applicants for all classes of offshore 
refugee and humanitarian visas, the Ombudsman said it was problematic for a number of reasons: 
 

• This list of criteria failed is given to all unsuccessful humanitarian visa applicants with no 
attempt to tailor it to the individual’s circumstances. 

• The applicant may not be aware that this list of criteria is the first of many that would need 
to be satisfied before a visa is granted. That is, even if the applicant met these criteria there 
are other criteria to be met, such as health requirements. 

• The applicant is not advised of which visa class they were being assessed against. For 
example, one visa subclass is specifically for women and there are different visa 
subclasses for people who are within their home country and for those who are outside. 

• The letter advises applicants that they did not satisfy a criterion in each of the subclasses. 
This is misleading, as applicants are in fact required to satisfy all of the criteria in only one 
of the subclasses. 

 

The result is that a person receiving a letter such as this is unlikely to understand properly why 
they were refused this visa, what specific criterion they did not meet and what they should do 
next. It is recognised that DIAC is not required to provide reasons for its decision in these 
circumstances. However, DIAC is required to specify the criteria failed and arguably this is not 
being achieved with these types of letters.44 

 
The Ombudsman noted that a 2006 DIAC internal audit of the processing of humanitarian visa 
applications found that the lack of an obligation to provide applicants with a reason for the decision 
and the pressure of the high volume of applications resulted in poor documentation of decisions.  
Acknowledging that a full explanation of reasons for an application being rejected is not always 
possible “in an environment where thousands of visa applications are refused every year in 
decisions made by hundreds of officers around the world”, the Ombudsman drew the following 
conclusions: 
 

DIAC should consider developing some standard and consistent requirements for decision 
letters where there is no legislative requirement to provide a statement of reasons. 
Acknowledging that the legislation only requires a notification letter in these circumstances to 
contain the decision, the criterion failed and any provision that prevented the grant of the visa, 
DIAC’s Client Service Charter commits decision makers to ‘provide clear and timely reasons for 
our decisions’ and to ‘provide accurate, helpful and timely responses that are relevant to your 
needs’. In order to meet these standards and communicate effectively with clients, some 
minimum or standard requirements should be set by DIAC to assist its decision makers in 
preparing notification letters. 

 

In addition to the decision and the criterion or legislative provision that the applicant failed, 
these could include: 

• where possible, a brief explanation about why the applicant did not meet a certain criterion 
or why a certain provision prevented the grant of the visa 

• a clear and consistent statement that the decision is not reviewable and how the applicant 
can obtain further information 

• the decision maker’s details and contact number so that the applicant can discuss the 
application or process if required 

• the criteria that were not assessed, or a statement that not all criteria were assessed 

• where practicable, attachments that outline the legislation and criteria to assist the 
applicant to understand the decision.45 

 
Implementing these suggestions of the Ombudsman would do much to improve the quality of 
feedback to SHP applicants.  There is also a pressing need for DIAC to release more information 

                                                
44 Commonwealth Ombudsman Report 15/2007, Department of Immigration and Citizenship: Notification of decisions and review rights for 
unsuccessful visa applications, December 2007, page 23. 
45 Ibid, page 24. 



   
 

Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program 2009-10 – RCOA submission page 30  

to the public about how applications are being processed, which types of applications are 
successful and why particular types of applications are being rejected.  Refugee communities and 
the agencies supporting them are left to piece together anecdotes to try to understand what is 
happening with the processing of SHP applications.  Better feedback to individual applicants and 
more public information about the types of applications which are successful and unsuccessful will 
ultimately benefit DIAC by reducing the volume of applications with little likelihood of success. 
 
Recommendation 7 
RCOA recommends that, to inform public discussion about the future of the SHP, DIAC 
release quantitative and qualitative information about the types of SHP applications being 
received, how applications are being assessed and the criteria used in determining which 
applications are successful. 
 
Recommendation 8 
RCOA recommends that the Australian Government cover the cost of airfares for SHP 
entrants and/or implement the other recommendations outlined in the RCOA report, Who 
Bears the Cost of Australia’s Special Humanitarian Program? (see 4.3.2) 
 
Recommendation 9 
RCOA recommends that funding be made available, either through the Immigration Advice 
and Application Assistance Scheme or a similar program, for non fee charging migration 
agents to provide assistance to people lodging SHP applications. 
 
Recommendation 10 
RCOA recommends that DIAC improve its feedback to people whose SHP proposals are 
unsuccessful, in keeping with the recommendations of Report 15/2007 of the 
Commonwealth Ombudsman. 

 
4.4 Developing a Humanitarian Family Reunion Visa 
 
4.4.1 Need for a dedicated response to reuniting immediate family 
 
As we have argued in previous years’ submissions, RCOA believes that the reunion of the 
immediate family of refugee and humanitarian entrants is best handled through a separate 
process.  The “split family” provision of the SHP was introduced in 1997, to give refugee and 
humanitarian entrants the chance to bring family to Australia without the costs associated with 
family stream visas and the two-year wait for accessing social security.  This provision differs from 
the rest of the SHP in that the criteria do not require the proposed entrant to be outside their 
country and subject to gross violation of human rights.  The key criterion is the immediate family 
relationship with the refugee or humanitarian entrant who is lodging the SHP proposal. 
 
In recognition of the importance to successful settlement of split families being reunited, RCOA 
believes that a separate Humanitarian Family Reunion Visa category should be created.  Under 
this new visa category, new arrivals would be offered the same level of access to settlement 
services and support as that offered to other humanitarian visa entrants.  There would be several 
advantages to this over current arrangements: 

• Separate processing arrangements for reuniting split families would enable these cases to be 
given priority, to minimise the period of separation of family members.  DIAC would be required 
to report on processing times, to give assurance to applicants that processing is swift and to 
demonstrate that these applications are being given priority. 

• It would enable processing to be based purely on need, with any applications which meet the 
criteria being approved irrespective of regional targets (see 4.4.3). 

• It would demonstrate that the reunion of split families is a separate process within the 
humanitarian program, with distinct criteria applied. 
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Establishing a separate process for split family reunion would also be an important step towards a 
redefinition of the SHP, enabling more focused consideration of the respective resettlement claims 
of people who meet the Refugee program criteria and those for whom an SHP process is required. 
 
This new visa category could also assist in expediting the reunion of families separated for years 
by the temporary protection system, which denied temporary protection and humanitarian visa 
holders access to family reunion until after they received permanent protection.  Now that these 
people have been given permanent protection (or soon will be), it is important that those separated 
for years from immediate family are reunited as a matter of urgency. 
 
In the short term, it will be difficult to assess the exact demand for this new visa category, 
particularly if there is some redefinition of the concept of family (see 4.4.2).  As many of these 
applications are currently handled through the SHP, we believe that this new Humanitarian Family 
Reunion Visa category should be linked numerically to the SHP for the next three years.  This 
would allow sufficient flexibility in allocating visas while estimates of likely longer term need for both 
the Humanitarian Family Reunion visa and the SHP are developed. 
 
4.4.2 Reviewing the definition of family 
 
As outlined in 4.1.4 and in previous submissions, RCOA believes the Australian Government must 
apply the UNHCR definition of immediate family to its processing of applications under the new 
Humanitarian Family Reunion visa.  This would allow for the definition of family to include orphan 
relatives, culturally adopted children, relatives with special needs and adult children for whom a 
relationship of dependency can be demonstrated.  As many refugee families are reshaped by 
deaths of siblings, births and customary adoption, there is a need for guidelines and discretionary 
power to include members of the applicant's family unit who were not declared prior to the grant of 
the proposer's visa.  The processing of applications would be assisted by a form which asks 
questions about contact, dependency and current living conditions for the applicant.  Improved 
access to migration advice and legal assistance would help proposers considerably, as family 
reunion applications have become more complex with issues of dependency, DNA testing and 
health checks, often requiring ongoing communication with DIAC staff. 
 
4.4.3 Removing regional targets from family reunion process 
 
RCOA has previously expressed concern about the impacts of applying the same regional target 
across both the Refugee and the Special Humanitarian Program (SHP).  The regional targets for 
each year’s programs are set after consultation with UNHCR about the most pressing international 
refugee resettlement priorities.  However, the priorities for the SHP differ substantially, with the 
greatest pressure being meeting the family reunion needs of people who have arrived as refugees 
in previous years.  The shifts from year to year in the regional composition of the overall program 
make this more difficult.  The reduction in the African component of the program from 51% in 2006-
07 and 70% two years earlier to 30% last financial year means that many African families are now 
seeking to reunite through a much smaller regional program.  Inevitably, the number of African 
refugee places is restricted to make room for more SHP visas and also the bar for a successful 
SHP application from Africa is set higher than it is for Asia, where current demand for humanitarian 
family reunion is much lower because of fewer refugee arrivals in the past.  The abolition of the 
Temporary Protection Visa, enabling people previously denied permanent residency to apply to 
bring family members to Australia, will result in an increase in family reunion applications for 
people from the Middle East and South-West Asia Region.  In recommending a distinct 
Humanitarian Family Reunion visa, we propose that applications be determined independent of 
any regional targets so that decisions can be based solely on humanitarian need. 
 
Recommendation 11 
RCOA recommends that: 

• a specific Humanitarian Family Reunion visa category be developed, linked numerically 
to the Special Humanitarian Program and offering settlement support for new arrivals; 
and 
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• special priority be given to processing applications from former temporary protection 
and temporary humanitarian visa holders seeking to reunite with their families. 

 
Recommendation 12 
RCOA recommends that applications for family reunion under the humanitarian program 
should be determined without reference to regional targets. 

 
4.5 Reuniting families separated by resettlement to different countries 
 
One issue highlighted at a number of consultations was the situation of families that have had 
members resettled in different countries.  Examples given included: 
• a husband and one child who fled to Guinea being settled in Australia and the wife and two 

children who fled to Ghana being settled in the United States; 
• an adult sister being resettled in Australia and her adult brother in the United States; 
• three adult sisters living together in a refugee camp being divided by UNHCR, with two sisters 

being sent to Australia and one sister being sent to the United States; 
• an older couple requesting information, immediately after arrival in Australia, about how to 

reunite with an adult son and his family in the United States. 
 

Few refugees have any influence over the choice of resettlement country.  Many do not discover 
the whereabouts of missing family members until after they have resettled.  Others are resettled in 
different western countries, believing that migration between countries will be relatively easy. 
 
Where families are separated by being resettled in different countries, there is no effective solution 
currently available.  While UNHCR attempts to reduce the likelihood of this occurring, the same 
level of care is not taken in all circumstances.  Also, the trend towards different states resettling 
small numbers of people from the same protracted refugee situation increases the likelihood of 
families being separated. 
 
However, with good will and flexibility, resettlement countries could work together to provide 
equitable migration options for families separated in this way.  Australia is well placed to initiate 
discussion with the two other major resettlement countries, the United States and Canada, about 
ways of enabling separated families to reunite.  Further research could be conducted into the 
extent of the problem, the circumstances which led to families being separated and strategies for 
preventing and resolving problems. 
 
Recommendation 13 
RCOA recommends that the Australian Government: 

• conduct research into the extent to which families have been separated by resettlement 
in different countries; 

• initiate discussions with the United States, Canada and UNHCR about strategies to 
resolve these issues and prevent future problems occurring. 

 
4.6 Forging aid and development partnerships with refugee diasporas 
 
Earlier, we referred to the great pressures placed on refugee and humanitarian entrants by the dire 
needs of members of their extended family, including regular requests for assistance from 
relatives, the need to devote significant parts of limited incomes to family needs overseas and the 
pressures caused by rejected SHP applications.  So many families in Australia have relatives living 
in dire circumstances which could warrant resettlement under the Refugee and Humanitarian 
Program, far more than the program is ever likely to accommodate. 
 
For some people, resettlement is seen as the only viable option even when repatriation is a 
possibility, because of the lack of infrastructure and support for returning refugees in many 
circumstances.  Participants at a number of RCOA consultations spoke about the situation of 
people being repatriated to places in Southern Sudan, Liberia and Sierra Leone where 
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communities lack such basic infrastructure as running water, schools and clinics.  Some 
repatriated refugees feel they have no option but to return to a refugee camp but in quite a number 
of cases that is not an option. 
 
Members of the African diasporas in Australia, many of them of refugee background, are 
increasingly trying to establish aid and development programs to support people who are displaced 
or are attempting to rebuild communities after displacement.  However, many of these initiatives 
struggle because of lack of institutional support.  Some do succeed but are necessarily small 
because the available funds are limited.  One such example mentioned by a consultation 
participant was a school in Nairobi for 300 Sudanese refugee children, established with the support 
of community members in Perth and Sydney.  Community members acknowledge the need to go 
beyond individuals remitting money to relatives for food and clothing, to assisting people from their 
countries of origin to develop education facilities, sanitation, health care and viable sources of 
income.  They are understandably cautious about involving government officials in countries like 
Sudan, Sierra Leone and Liberia in aid projects because of the risk of corruption.  However, 
financial and institutional support from the Australian Government could supplement community 
fundraising efforts and help Australian-based groups to forge partnerships with credible NGOs. 
 
RCOA acknowledges that the Australian Government already has a number of valuable initiatives 
to support refugees, asylum seekers and displaced people in a number of countries.  These 
include DIAC’s Displaced Persons Program ($16.5 million in 2008-0946) and AusAID’s International 
Refugee Fund ($15 million in 2008-09).  However, as the Rudd Government implements its 2007 
election promise of substantially increasing overseas development assistance over the next seven 
years, the option of forging development partnerships with refugee diasporas should be explored 
further.  Such an option could provide multiple benefits, including: 
• Assisting vulnerable groups of people returning to countries of origin or remaining in countries 

of first asylum to development sustainable solutions, supporting UNHCR’s efforts to promote 
repatriation and integration of refugees. 

• Reducing the financial and psychological pressure on resettled refugees in Australia and 
elsewhere who are currently remitting funds to support these people. 

• Building the capacity of refugee diasporas in Australia to support development programs in 
their countries of origin or asylum, including through offering their own expertise. 

• Strengthening the relationship between Australia and nations being rebuilt after conflict, 
enabling the diasporas in Australia to lead the development of future partnerships, in the same 
way that the Vietnamese diaspora in Australia has done over the past 25 years. 

 
Recommendation 14 
RCOA recommends that AusAID and DIAC explore the option of aid and development 
partnerships with refugee diasporas in Australia to support viable repatriation and 
integration programs in countries of origin and asylum. 

 
4.7 Common concerns regarding SHP and Refugee visas 
 
At RCOA’s community consultations, participants raised a number of concerns about the 
processing of Refugee and SHP visas. 
 
4.7.1 Problems with travel documents 
 
Participants at consultations around Australia raised concerns about errors on travel documents 
issued to refugees being resettled in Australia and the difficulties these errors caused people 
before and after resettlement.  These errors can occur at several points in the process – during 
initial registration by UNHCR, the translation of original identity documents from the country of 
origin, DIAC’s processing of visa applications and IOM’s preparation of papers.  Errors reported at 
RCOA consultations included the incorrect spelling of names, the incorrect recording of gender and 

                                                
46 This includes a one-off allocation of $10 million ‘to help address the protracted situation of displaced Iraqis in neighbouring and transit countries’. 
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date of birth (such as recording adults as being born in 2000) and even the recording of an 
altogether incorrect identity.  The practice of issuing travel documents in a sealed parcel prevented 
the person concerned from checking that the documents recorded her/his details correctly.  In one 
case, the details were recorded correctly on the DIAC computer but incorrectly on the travel 
documents issued to the refugee entrant.  However, DIAC reportedly refused to correct the travel 
documents. 
 
Some errors have more complicated origins.  In some traditions, when a husband dies, the brother 
marries his wife and any future children are given the name of the dead brother, not the biological 
father.  This makes the recording of an immediate family more difficult.  One woman spoke of how, 
at a time when she and her family had no food and she couldn’t get access to UNHCR registration 
processes, she met a person who was leaving the refugee camp and sold her a refugee camp 
ration card.  This ration card was then used by authorities as the only proof of the woman’s identity 
and ultimately ended up on her travel documents.  She has had great trouble getting this corrected. 
 
Errors on travel documents create many problems for people after they settle in Australia, 
particularly in their dealings with agencies like Centrelink, Medicare and the state agencies 
responsible for drivers’ licences.  The correction of such errors is a lengthy process, often taking 
six to 12 months. 
 
Where a number of family members are part of a single Refugee or SHP visa application, the 
identity document is issued to the primary visa holder, leaving other visa holders in the family 
without a copy.  This was another issue identified in community consultations, with concerns 
expressed about the difficulties associated with obtaining additional copies of the identity 
document.  This problem is exacerbated when a family breaks down after resettlement in Australia.  
Participants expressed the view that each person should be entitled to his or her own identity 
document and should have the right to have it corrected where mistakes have been made and the 
right to have new documents issued if they are lost. 
 
Other consultation participants expressed concern about some government agencies and 
companies failing to recognise travel documents as a valid form of identity.  One TAFE provider 
told of the difficulty of getting Workcover NSW to recognise a travel document as a form of identity 
for refugees who had completed the eligibility course for an Occupational Health and Safety Green 
Card.  After some work, TAFE NSW managed to negotiate an exemption for one group but 
Workcover NSW was not prepared to make a general exemption.  Its view, apparently, was that 
travel documents should only be a valid form of identity for a person in the first six weeks after 
arrival in Australia.  Concern was also expressed about a company involved in international money 
transfers not accepting travel documents as proof of identity for people wanting to transfer funds to 
relatives overseas.  Many recently arrived refugees have few other forms of identity. 
 
4.7.2 Concerns about visa application processes 
 
The length of time taken to process refugee and humanitarian visa applications continues to cause 
concern.47  Consultation participants spoke about refugees withdrawing from resettlement to 
Australia and choosing to be resettled in the United States because the Australian process was so 
slow.  One participant spoke about his own 3½ year wait from initial application to resettlement in 
Australia. 
 
Other concerns were raised about corruption within countries of asylum including among: 

• Interpreters and locally engaged staff working in refugee camps; 

• The staff of host governments involved in the processing of visas; 

• Police responsible for the issuing of exit visas, with refugees being expected to pay bribes to 
prevent delays (1000 Indian rupees in one case mentioned); 

                                                
47 DIAC’s 2007-08 Annual Report (Figure 23, p 87) records that the average finalisations time for Humanitarian Program visas increased from 
around 19 weeks in 2006-07 to around 28 weeks in 2007-08.  The time taken to finalise 75% of cases increased from 21 weeks to 51 weeks. 
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• Some applicants for resettlement making unfounded allegations against other applicants to try 
to prevent them from being granted visas. 

Concern was expressed that unfounded allegations were, in some cases, influencing Australia’s 
security clearance process, with no transparency about decisions to refuse individual applications. 
 
4.7.3 The impacts of failing pre-departure health checks 
 
While RCOA recognises the value of a rigorous system of health checks for refugee and 
humanitarian entrants to Australia, consideration also needs to be given to the situation of people 
who fail their pre-departure health check.  One Karen community member spoke of the difficulties 
members of his community were having with the pre-departure medical process in Thailand.  After 
being interviewed, passing the first medical check and being accepted for resettlement, families 
are returned to refugee camps to wait for their eventual resettlement to Australia.  If one member of 
the family fails the pre-departure medical, they then have to wait for treatment to occur and for 
every family member to undergo another pre-departure medical check.  In the meantime, the family 
often has nowhere to live, having sold their property in the refugee camp, and the children, having 
been withdrawn from school for their departure to Australia, cannot easily return for what might or 
might not be a short period.  The period before being cleared for departure to Australia can take 
some time.  One family in a Thai-Burma border camp was still waiting 20 months after a family 
member failed the pre-departure medical. 
 
The community leader who raised this concern believes most of the medical issues identified by 
pre-departure health screening can be best addressed in Australia, obligating the new arrival to 
seek treatment through a health undertaking.  Where this is not possible, DIAC should give 
consideration to providing special assistance to ensure that families are not left in very difficult 
circumstances while waiting for a final health clearance. 
 
Recommendation 15 
RCOA recommends that DIAC examine strategies to resolve the following concerns about 
refugee and humanitarian visa travel documents: 

• delays in getting errors corrected; 

• problems caused by documents being issued to only one member of a family; 

• the failure of some government agencies and companies to recognise the 
documents as a valid form of identity. 

 
Recommendation 16 
RCOA recommends that DIAC assess the situation of each family or individual whose 
departure to Australia is delayed by a failed pre-departure medical check, to determine 
whether special assistance is required while their health status is resolved. 
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5. REVIEWING THE REFUGEE AND HUMANITARIAN PROGRAM 
 

5.1 The case for change 
 

RCOA believes that it is time for the Australian Government to begin rethinking and refining its 
Refugee and Humanitarian Program.  The previous sections outline the national and international 
context in which the program operates.  In considering strategic directions for the program, the 
following factors should be taken into account: 

• UNHCR has substantially increased its capacity to identify and to refer refugees in need of 
resettlement (see sections 2.1 and 2.2), a process which Australia has strongly encouraged.  In 
the past, Australia has had to rely on the SHP to fill places in its refugee and humanitarian 
program but, with the reform of UNHCR’s approach to resettlement, the number of people for 
whom resettlement is identified as the best and only durable solution now significantly exceeds 
global resettlement capacity. 

• UNHCR has identified resolving the situation of people in protracted refugee situations as 
among its highest priorities (2.3).  This is focusing attention on the need to expand global 
resettlement capacity. 

• Australia’s approach to humanitarian settlement has developed from an ad hoc approach of 
allowing refugees to migrate to a sophisticated and planned program which seeks to offer 
resettlement to refugees in greatest need (3.1).  Australia has reaped the benefits – and 
continues to do so – of the energy, enterprise and willingness to succeed of the people it 
resettles (3.2) 

• The Refugee and Humanitarian Program has not kept pace with growth in the overall migration 
program (3.1).  While the number of humanitarian arrivals has averaged 11.8% in the 31 years 
since the modern humanitarian program was established in 1978, in the past decade the 
average has been just 8.7%.  In 2007-08, the humanitarian program was just 6.4% of the 
overall migration program, the lowest proportion since 1974-75.  The 2008-09 proportion is 
expected to be even lower than 2007-08. 

• Because of its location, Australia continues to receive relatively low numbers of asylum seekers 
when compared to many nations in both the developing and industrialised world (3.3).  
Australia has a responsibility to offer support to much less prosperous countries of first asylum 
which are struggling to meet the needs of large refugee populations. 

• The 2007 controversy about the regional composition of the offshore humanitarian program 
(3.4) highlights the need for coherence and transparency in how the program is designed. 

• The SHP is in need of review as it is unable to meet the many expectations placed on it 
(section 4).  However, public discussion of options is hampered by a lack of information about 
how applications are currently being processed, which types of applications are successful and 
why particular types of applications are rejected.  Careful thought needs to be given to what 
can be achieved and how to offer alternatives to those whose needs cannot be met.  Attention 
should be given to how to connect aspects of Australia’s humanitarian program with the efforts 
of refugee communities in Australia to support vulnerable communities overseas. 

• There is also a need for more detailed information about the current cost of processing SHP 
applications.  This would better inform exploration of whether introducing a more clearly 
defined, streamlined and efficient system would free up funding which could be better re-
directed towards increasing the overall size of the program. 

• In any rethinking of the humanitarian program, consideration should be given to the future role 
of community organisations which have previously played an important role as SHP proposers.  
Consideration should be given to whether and how to involve such groups in a properly 
constructed and supported program of community-based settlement or how to give them a 
more meaningful role in the Integrated Humanitarian Settlement Strategy (IHSS). 

 

5.2 Two priorities – refugee resettlement and family reunion 
 

Examining global resettlement needs and the current composition of Australia’s Refugee and 
Humanitarian Program, it is clear that the two highest priorities for the program should be: 
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1. The resettlement of refugees identified by UNHCR as being in need of priority resettlement; 
and 

2. The reunion of immediate families separated by refugee crises, with the definition of family 
broadened to include relationships where dependency can be demonstrated. 

 
As noted earlier, the SHP has played a role in the past in filling humanitarian program places that 
UNHCR was unable to fill through resettlement referrals.  Now that this has changed, Australia 
should affirm UNHCR as the body best placed in most situations to nominate refugees for 
resettlement.  Under the current SHP, community-based organisations with a deep commitment to 
humanitarian settlement wishing to support refugees through the settlement process are expected 
somehow to find people in need of resettlement to nominate for a SHP application.  Many such 
groups find this difficult and, under current circumstances, have most of their applications rejected 
because the demand for SHP places is so great. If the Government believes that these groups 
have a continuing role in resettlement, then DIAC should explore how they could be involved in 
supporting the settlement of refugees nominated for priority resettlement by UNHCR. 
 
Section 4 outlines concerns raised in RCOA consultations about family reunion under the 
humanitarian program.  As we have argued, the demand for reunion of the extended family will 
always exceed the capacity of Australia’s humanitarian program.  However, without the availability 
of more useful information regarding the receipt and processing of current SHP applications (see 
section 4.3), it is difficult to make concrete recommendations about how the reunion of members of 
the extended family should be handled in the future. 
 
Reunion of the immediate family must remain a priority.  As we have outlined in section 4.4, we 
believe that the “split family” aspect of family reunion should be handled under a separate 
Humanitarian Family Reunion visa category with clear criteria in line with UNHCR’s definition of 
family and with no links to any regional targets.  Quantifying the demand for a Humanitarian Family 
Reunion visa with a broader definition of family is difficult, as there is no information about current 
SHP applications publicly available.  It may take two to three years after the introduction of the visa 
to get a realistic picture of how many applications DIAC is likely to receive.  In the short term, 
demand may be higher because of the family reunion needs of former temporary protection and 
humanitarian visa holders and numbers of people who have previously been excluded because of 
the more narrow definition of family.  Conscious that only a rough estimate of demand can be 
made at this stage, RCOA suggests that the Humanitarian Family Reunion visa be linked 
numerically to the SHP, at least until reasonable estimates of annual demand can be determined. 
 
Recommendation 17 
RCOA recommends that the majority of the offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program be 
allocated to the Refugee Program in 2009-10 and in future years. 

 
5.3 Retaining flexibility to respond to humanitarian needs 
 
While UNHCR makes serious efforts to provide support to as many people as possible who require 
protection under the Refugee Convention, in some states it is hamstrung by activities of the host 
government or other obstacles.  As a result, not all people requiring UNHCR’s support are able to 
receive it.  Given these limitations on UNHCR’s work, RCOA believes Australia needs to retain the 
flexibility of a Special Humanitarian Program which can provide options for people who are unable 
to gain the support of UNHCR and are in dire circumstances which can best be resolved through 
resettlement. 
 
As outlined earlier, the other priorities of the SHP need further discussion, following the release of 
more information about how the current program is working.  People who have settled in Australia 
as refugee and humanitarian entrants have a strong interest in the future of the program.  Their 
views about how the SHP is working and how the program could be improved should be sought as 
part of a review of the program’s directions. 
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Recommendation 18 
RCOA recommends that, following the release of the information suggested in 
Recommendation 7, DIAC commence a review of the Special Humanitarian Program, 
inviting public comment on its future role in the Refugee and Humanitarian Program. 

 
5.4 Breaking the link between the offshore and onshore programs 
 
The onshore and offshore programs are designed to meet quite different international 
responsibilities.  The onshore program aims to meet Australia’s obligations as a signatory to the 
1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol.  The offshore resettlement program is a voluntary 
contribution to the sharing of international responsibility for refugees for whom there is no other 
durable solution available.  For these reasons, RCOA opposed the numerical linking of the onshore 
and offshore refugee and humanitarian programs when it was first introduced by the Australian 
Government in 1996 and has consistently opposed the continuation of the numerical linking each 
year since then. 
 
The linking of the two programs has undermined support within Australia for our nation’s 
adherence to the Refugee Convention.  On many occasions, people seeking protection within 
Australia under the Convention have been portrayed as “queue jumpers” who are attempting to 
take the places of needy refugees waiting patiently in refugee camps.  While the claim of “queue 
jumping” existed well before the Howard Government’s decision to link the two programs48, 
numerical linking has made this view much more popular.  Implicit in this view is that Australia 
should not be bothered by people seeking protection under the Refugee Convention and that 
genuine refugees should go to other countries and wait patiently in the hope that Australia may 
choose to resettle them. 
 
The policy of linking the two programs has also resulted in a reduction in the number of offshore 
refugee and humanitarian arrivals each year.  In the 12 years since the policy was implemented, 
offshore refugee and humanitarian arrivals have averaged 9,675, despite the annual targets of 
12,000 or 13,000 which existed during this period.  The annual average number of arrivals for the 
offshore program was 11,624 during the years of the Hawke-Keating Government and 15,992 
during the term of the Fraser Government. 
 
RCOA believes the removal of the numerical link between the onshore and offshore programs 
would illustrate the strength of the Australian Government’s support for the Refugee Convention 
and its wish to have the international refugee protection system better understood and supported 
by the Australian people.  The removal of the numerical link would also be a vital step in improving 
the planning of the offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program, giving DIAC and settlement 
service providers greater clarity about numbers of new arrivals and availability of resources for on-
arrival services. 
 
Recommendation 19 
RCOA recommends that the offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program numbers be 
determined independently of onshore protection visa grants. 

 
5.5 Working towards a larger program 
 
At the community consultations held to gather information for this submission, participants spoke of 
their wish to see Australia play a stronger international leadership role in the support of refugees, 
particularly those who were enduring protracted displacement.  Australia has benefited greatly from 
the contribution of the 673,000 post-war offshore humanitarian arrivals.  At various stages in its 
post-war history, the country has had a considerably more generous refugee intake than is 

                                                
48 One of the earliest uses of the term “queue jumping” to refer to asylum seekers was made in June 1978 by the then Labor Shadow Minister for 
Immigration and Ethnic Affairs, Dr Moss Cass, in a column in The Australian newspaper in which he referred to Vietnamese refugees who reached 
Australia by boat (cited in Australia and Refugees, 1901-2002: An Annotated Chronology). 
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currently the case, during periods when overall migration was much lower than it is today.  A larger 
humanitarian program, featuring multi-year planning, would be an important contribution towards 
reducing the current crisis of protracted displacement. 
 
The Australian Government’s plan to increase its overseas development assistance from 0.3% of 
Gross National Income (GNI) to 0.5% of GNI provides a relevant example of how the humanitarian 
program could be built up in stages towards a medium-term goal.  In its 2008-09 Budget, the 
Government spelt out its plans to increase development assistance from the 2007-08 level of 
0.30% of GNI, to 0.32% in 2008-09, 0.35% in 2009-10, 0.37% in 2010-11 and 0.38% in 2011-12, 
towards an ultimate goal of 0.5% in 2015-16. 
 
A reasonable medium-term goal would be for Australia to develop and maintain an annual offshore 
humanitarian program of 20,000 places.  This would bring the program closer to the 30-year 
average of 12% of total migration.49  Given the need to build capacity for processing applications 
and settlement service delivery, this growth could proceed in stages.  RCOA believes that a 
suitable five-year plan for the offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program (delinked numerically 
from the onshore program) would be: 

• 13,750 places in 2009-10; 

• 15,500 places in 2010-11; 

• 17,000 places in 2011-12; 

• 18,500 places in 2012-13; and 

• 20,000 places in 2013-14. 

If the offshore and onshore humanitarian programs remain linked, RCOA believes the total 
Refugee and Humanitarian Program should offer 15,500 places in 2009-10, increasing to 22,000 
over the following four years. 
 
Recommendation 20 
RCOA recommends that the Australian Government increase the offshore refugee and 
humanitarian program over five years from 13,750 places in 2009-10 to 20,000 in 2013-14. 

 

5.6 Building cooperation between resettlement states 
 
In addition to setting a clear plan for growth in its refugee resettlement program, Australia could 
work towards playing a greater leadership role in the combined planning of resettlement states.  
With increases in the number of resettlement states and potentially in the number of resettlement 
places available, the need for much more effective international cooperation grows. 
 
Current approaches of states in their resettlement negotiations with UNHCR encourage piecemeal 
solutions, with a multitude of states regularly taking small numbers of refugees from the same 
refugee camps.  Within each country, these refugees are often dispersed to a variety of cities and 
towns, with authorities in many localities simultaneously facing the challenge of finding interpreters 
and suitable settlement support for what was originally a single population.  This is particularly 
problematic for a group like the Mandaeans, forced out of Iraq by terrible persecution and now 
struggling to maintain a religious and cultural identity as they are dispersed into many countries. 
 
As noted in 4.5, resettlement has split not just communities but families as well.  Currently no 
mechanisms exist for families split by resettlement to be reunited.  Australia could play a role in 
brokering discussion about how resettlement countries could permit resettled refugees to rejoin 
relatives who have been resettled elsewhere.  Simple measures, such as adjustments to 
resettlement quotas, could be put in place to compensate any nation which experiences a 
noticeable net influx of refugees through this process.  The lessons learned from this experience 
could help to inform UNHCR’s practice in resettlement, informing attempts to reduce the incidence 
of families being separated in the future. 
 

                                                
49 Assuming total annual migration of around 165,000 to 170,000, a figure significantly below 2008-09 estimates. 
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RCOA believes that Australia should foster discussion, through UNHCR’s Annual Tripartite 
Consultations on Resettlement and other fora, about how individual countries could take primary 
responsibility for resettlement from particular refugee situations.  If supported, this would help to 
address some of the problems of dispersal mentioned earlier and enable each resettlement 
country to focus settlement efforts on refugees from a smaller number of language and cultural 
groups. 
 
Recommendation 21 
RCOA recommends that Australia foster discussion among resettlement countries about 
how to work together in resettlement planning to reduce dispersal of homogenous groups 
of refugees, thereby enabling each country to improve settlement responses. 

 
5.7 Multi-year planning for regional programs 
 
Minister for Immigration and Citizenship, Senator Chris Evans, has expressed his personal interest 
in multi-year planning for the humanitarian program50, an interest shared by RCOA and its 
membership.  The absence of multi-year planning makes it very difficult for Australia to make a 
longer term commitment to resettling from a particular refugee camp where resettlement needs to 
take place over several years. 
 
In November 2008, Minister Evans announced a five-year commitment to resettling Bhutanese 
refugees from Nepal.  Given the scale of the protracted refugee situations in various countries in 
Africa, Asia and the Middle East, it would be possible to allocate up to half of the Refugee program 
five years in advance to resettlement from a variety of seriously protracted situations.  Given that 
resettlement priority is generally given to people who have been in a country of asylum for some 
time, the regional priorities for a particular program year could be set a year in advance, to improve 
planning of all stages of the resettlement process (from initial selection of people to be resettled 
through to on-arrival services).  In the relatively rare circumstances where a particular crisis 
demands an immediate resettlement response, this could be handled either by last-minute 
adjustments to the program and/or by drawing on places allocated for the following year.  Such an 
approach would maintain sufficient flexibility while significantly improving program planning. 
 
Multi-year planning for the Refugee program could also enable the Australian Government to work 
more effectively with UNHCR to plan resettlement from particular camps.  NGOs working in 
refugee camps regularly raise concerns about the “brain drain” impact of resettlement.  Often, key 
refugee leaders and the most skilled refugees (e.g interpreters and trained medics) are among the 
first to choose to resettle, leaving the remaining refugees in a camp and the NGOs who work with 
them struggling to fill the void.  Solutions to this problem are difficult to find, as refugees should not 
be prevented or discouraged from resettling because they are skilled.  However, with multi-year 
planning, it may be possible to guarantee resettlement in one, two or three years’ time to a skilled 
refugee who chooses to remain longer to train others to carry out the work he/she has been doing 
in the refugee camp. 
 
Recommendation 22 
RCOA recommends that the Australian Government explore multi-year planning options 
including: 

• allocating up to half of the available Refugee program places five years in advance to 
the resettlement of people from a variety of seriously protracted refugee situations; 

• deciding on regional priorities for a particular program year 12 months in advance, to 
facilitate planning of all aspects of the resettlement process; 

• developing options to maintain sufficient flexibility in the program to be able to respond 
at short notice if a critical situation requires an immediate resettlement response. 

 

                                                
50 See Senator Evans’s speech, “Refugee policy under the Rudd Government – the first year”, at RCOA’s Annual General Meeting, Parramatta 
Town Hall, 17 November 2008. http://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/docs/general/Minister_Evans_RCOA_AGM08.pdf 
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5.8 Summary 
 
The priorities for the Refugee and Humanitarian Program recommended above are summarised in 
the following table: 
 

Program Scope of the program 2009-10 places 
Refugee 
program 

No change to the current Refugee program.  Regional 
targets based principally on UNHCR’s identified global 
resettlement priorities. 

7,250 places 

Humanitarian 
Family 
Reunion 
Program 

Focused on immediate family, including relatives and 
adopted family members for whom a relationship of 
dependency can be demonstrated. Applications determined 
on needs basis, with no regional targets applied. 

Special 
Humanitarian 
Program 

The current SHP minus the split family reunion aspect, while 
further discussion occurs about longer term priorities. 

6,500 places 
divided across 
both programs on 
a needs basis 

 
The allocation of places to each program would be subject to reviews in 2009-10 and 2010-11, 
taking into account levels of demand for the new Humanitarian Family Reunion Visa and any 
changes to the Special Humanitarian Program.  Possible targets for each year could be as follows: 
 

  2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 
Refugee program       7,250       8,500     9,500     10,500     11,500  
Humanitarian Family Reunion 
Special Humanitarian Program 

      6,500 7,000          7,500       8,000  8,500  

Total     13,750     15,500     17,000     18,500     20,000  
Available for allocation in advance to 
protracted refugee situations       3,625       4,250       4,750       5,250       5,750  
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6. FUNDING AND PLANNING OF SETTLEMENT SERVICES 
 

“When people come to Australia (as refugees), they think all their problems have been solved.  
But some people have lived all their lives in a village and have never seen electricity.  They are 
told to go to John Hunter Hospital.  But how do they get there?  They can’t speak or read 
English – it’s like being deaf and blind.  They need more settlement support.” 

- Comment at a consultation in Newcastle, NSW (November 2008) 
 

6.1 Meeting settlement needs 
 
In its submission last year, RCOA provided a historical overview of changes to the funding and 
delivery of settlement services over recent decades as useful context for ongoing debate about 
how to best meet the pressing and specific needs of refugees and humanitarian entrants. RCOA’s 
consultations this year have again highlighted issues and concerns raised repeatedly in previous 
years about the funding and planning of settlement services. 
 
While it should be acknowledged that Australia’s resettlement program for refugees and 
humanitarian entrants remains among the most sophisticated and comprehensive in the world, it 
must equally be recognised that a continuing failure to address some recurring problems in the 
current system could jeopardise its current highly regarded status. It is not disputed that 
successive Federal and State governments have demonstrated strong support towards 
maintaining settlement services as a budget priority within the migration support system. Equally, 
Australian settlement workers across the sector are renowned for their personal commitment and 
professionalism.  As front-line staff who deal directly with refugees and humanitarian entrants, they 
are also well placed to evaluate program needs. Their views are therefore vital in unlocking some 
current problems, for example through reforms that would achieve a greater and more efficient 
capitalisation of resources (both human and financial) currently available but sometimes 
underutilised. Crucially these reforms need to take account of the specific and sometimes unique 
needs of refugees and humanitarian entrants, which have sometimes been lost or overlooked 
through ‘mainstreaming’ initiatives or the introduction of inappropriate funding models from other 
sectors. 
 
In this section key new and recurring issues are outlined, and community perspectives put forward. 

 
6.2 The Integrated Humanitarian Settlement Strategy 

 
When introduced, the Integrated Humanitarian Settlement Strategy (IHSS) model was a distinct 
departure from the grants-based funding offered to community groups, not-for-profit organisations 
and migrant resource centres on the basis of needs assessed by DIAC, towards a purchaser-
provider model that used competitive tendering to allow both commercial and not-for-profit 
organisations to apply for service provision contracts.  At present, the services provided for refugee 
and humanitarian entrants under the IHSS program are accessible by eligible refugees and 
humanitarian entrants for the first six months after arrival in Australia and consist of: case 
coordination, information and referrals; on-arrival reception and assistance; accommodation 
services; and short-term torture and trauma counselling. Current IHSS arrangements arguably 
allow new arrivals to have greater certainty about the nature and quality of the services they are 
entitled to receive. These arrangements may also allow for increased coordination between service 
providers and aspects of service delivery, as well as between IHSS providers and longer-term 
settlement services.  However, since its inception, questions have been raised consistently by 
RCOA, its members, independent consultants and community groups as to the capacity of IHSS to 
be the most effective means for meeting the needs of clients and proposers.  The following areas 
of concern identified in last year’s submission were again raised this year: 

• The use of a competitive tendering model for funding (as opposed to the earlier grants model) 
that has been linked to adverse pressures on positive and efficient collaboration within the 
sector, emphasis on lowest cost-per-unit service provision, oscillations between excess and 
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inadequate capacity, and difficulties addressing gaps in service provision that fall outside of the 
strict terms of contracts. 

• The changing nature of the environment in which settlement services are provided that makes 
their delivery more challenging.  This is especially so in areas where governments have 
withdrawn from the provision of ancillary services that in the past could be relied upon to 
guarantee a certain level and quality of settlement service, such as standing apartment leases, 
government-owned accommodation and government-operated specialised migrant 
employment services. 

• Concerns regarding DIAC’s management of contracts.  While DIAC has recognised the 
shortcomings of an inadequate emphasis on qualitative (as opposed to quantitative) measures 
and has sought to address these for future tender rounds, there remains some concern about 
the mechanisms for the evaluation of contract bids and ongoing performance management.  

• Difficulty in altering contracts and appropriate means for confirming and addressing potential 
contract breaches. 

• A failure to account for inherent differences in the operation of commercial and not-for-profit 
organisations within the community sector, in particular concerns regarding impact on 
cooperation between agencies and the potential contribution of government funds to private 
sector profit at the expense of improved services for clients. 

• The use of a “pay-per-unit” model of funding that encourages the underestimation of costs, 
failure to provide for the needs of additionally disadvantaged clients with complex settlement 
needs, cross-subsidisation of programs from outside the IHSS contract, and a reliance on 
volunteers in some instances to provide core services.  This is especially a problem in relation 
to Australia’s obligations to refugees resettled precisely because of their vulnerability, such as 
women at risk. 

• Perceived preference given to lowest-cost service provision over proven experience of high 
quality service delivery. 

• Poor onward referrals and linkages with longer-term settlement services in some contract 
regions.  

• The dropping of the proposer support aspects of the program and the adverse impact this has 
had on some proposed SHP entrants and their proposers. 

• The changing demographic of refugees and humanitarian entrants, as well as research 
regarding settlement outcomes indicating that the six-month time-limit on the provision of 
intensive services for some clients may not be adequate. 

• Inconsistency in service delivery and quality between contract regions. 
 
Those consulted this year recognised efforts by DIAC to address or at least mitigate some of the 
problems with the program. IHSS providers have also continued to do their best to make the new 
structure work for clients, adapting internal planning and sector liaison to the changed service 
delivery environment.  However, the fundamental structural problems outlined above remain and 
have been raised by refugees and settlement workers during RCOA’s Intake Submission 
consultations each and every year since 2002 and, it must be emphasised, again featured in this 
year’s consultations. 
 

In addition to the broad and recurring structural areas of concern identified above, some additional 
specific issues were raised during consultations. One such concern relates to the lack of support 
for SHP visa entrants who are only eligible for limited access to IHSS services based on the fact 
that their proposer has undertaken to personally provide them with IHSS-type services.  Specific 
settlement issues encountered by this group will be addressed in the following chapter of this 
submission, but an overarching issue of concern raised was that these new residents should not 
be neglected in the early stages of their settlement as a result of being denied access to services. 
It should be remembered that both refugees and humanitarian entrants are often fleeing exactly 
the same situations in their home countries. There are undoubtedly many able proposers providing 
adequate support but, given the current absence of movement on proposer support initiatives, 
where support is shown to be lacking then there needs to be greater monitoring mechanisms to 
ensure that SHP visa entrants are receiving adequate support and can access IHSS services.  
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Disquiet was expressed by IHSS providers in a number of resettlement areas about difficulties 
caused by the irregular flow of new arrivals, including delays in processing procedures overseas. 
Some IHSS providers, including education and healthcare providers, also complained about a lack 
of forward planning, e.g. failure to provide early information about the next round of entrants to be 
settled in their location. It was reported that sometimes community profiles are not sent by DIAC 
until after the community has arrived which frustrates forward planning and preparation. There 
could be better coordination of this process. It was suggested that the subdivision of states into 
IHSS regions should be re-assessed taking into account ABS statistical divisions and health 
service regions. 
 
Another area of concern identified was the transition of clients from IHSS support to SGP programs 
or mainstream services. Without effective coordination and referral between service providers and 
across service silos, it is easy for gaps to arise where the needs of some individuals are not being 
met.  Settlement support workers at consultations across the country consistently maintained that 
individual case management focusing on qualitative (as opposed to quantitative) indicators of 
successful settlement is the answer to achieving sustained and sustainable settlement outcomes.  
Even though the IHSS-SGP model was developed precisely with the aim of removing service gaps 
and allowing for greater coherence within service provision for refugees and humanitarian entrants 
through mainstreaming, there continue to be service gaps within the programs. 
 

Recommendation 23 
The IHSS review scheduled in 2009 provides a timely opportunity to review the 
effectiveness of the current model of settlement service provision. The fact that current 
IHSS contracts end in 2010 should, in RCOA’s view, provide an opportunity for additional 
and more fundamental evaluation of current arrangements, including the competitive 
tendering of on-arrival services. 

 
6.3 The Settlement Grants Program 
 
The Settlement Grants Program (SGP) provides project-specific funding to non-government and 
local government organisations and other groups already in receipt of funding under the Adult 
Migrant English Program (AMEP) to implement projects focusing on information, referral and short-
term casework services; community capacity building and development; and service planning, 
development and integration promoting participation and inclusion in Australian society.51 
 
This year’s consultations repeated various points of concern about the operation of the SHP raised 
in last year’s and previous RCOA submissions, including: 

• Settlement is a lengthy process and not adequately addressed by project funding that is often 
limited to very short periods of time, usually one or two years, thus making it difficult for 
organisations to promote programs with longer term outcomes. 

• While it is more efficient for settlement projects and services to be delivered by organisations, 
funding for maintaining the basic infrastructure and resources required to sustain these 
organisations is no longer available and must be consolidated in an ad hoc manner from a 
range of project-specific funding. 

• Competition for grants has had a detrimental impact on the capacity and practicality of 
collaboration within the sector, particularly as project grants are increasingly relied upon to fund 
core operational work. 

• Excessive resources are devoted by SGP services in some parts of Australia for identification 
of, and outreach to, potential clients when many of these could be accessed through better 
coordinated onward referrals from IHSS providers. 

                                                
51 Settlement Grants Program: Policy Paper, DIMIA, Canberra, 2005, page 5; Department of Immigration and Citizenship Australian Immigration 
Fact Sheet #92: Settlement Grants Program, 2007.   National Communications Branch, Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) 
http://www.immi.gov.au/media/fact-sheets/92funding.htm 
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• In some instances, mainstream services are being relied upon to provide settlement services.  
SGP funding, for instance, is not available for the provision of employment services as it is 
considered that mainstream agencies are responsible for these services.  While assistance in 
mainstream agencies is theoretically available, the reality is that some of these mainstream 
services are simply not capable of meeting the needs of some groups effectively, and it is 
therefore necessary to have client-group-specific service provision. 

• Rapidly shifting project priorities within DIAC and a requirement for immediate outcomes lead 
to a preference for funding for pilot projects that do not then go on to receive recurrent funding.  
This fosters (out of necessity) a quasi-obsession with discerning the project “flavour of the 
month” and targeting grant applications to match these rather than the actual settlement needs 
evidenced in refugee communities. 

 
The consultations this year raised some additional areas of concern, but also highlighted ever 
increasing disillusionment about some particular recurring problems identified above which 
therefore deserve particular attention. Perhaps most prominent among these was mounting and 
universal frustration from service providers about the application process combined with the short 
duration of contracts and the resulting detrimental impact on the sustainability of their 
organisations. Questions were raised as to why project applications submitted in October were not 
responded to until May or June of the following year but required to be in operation by July, 
resulting in very short recruitment turnaround times and only a matter of months (insufficient for 
proper evaluation) before the October deadline for renewal applications. This places huge strain on 
service providers who, lacking core funding, are unable to retain staff levels or plan and budget 
effectively for the future. Particularly problematic is the common one-year duration of contracts 
which runs contrary to the reality that settlement is a long-term process and sits illogically with the 
fact that refugees and humanitarian entrants are eligible to receive SGP support for 4½ years 
following arrival. Current arrangements can result in successful projects not being extended and 
services lost to clients in an entirely arbitrary fashion.  
 
During consultations in all regions it was recommended that the practice of providing SGP funding 
for only one year should cease, with funding being provided for two, three or four year durations. 
Reference was made to the fact that, under the old Grant in Aid scheme, a minimum of three years 
funding was provided.  It was argued that DIAC could develop appropriate opt-out clauses in 
contracts to facilitate where necessary the reduction or withdrawal of funding from agencies which 
are not performing or where there are significant shifts in population (which could be managed by 
enhanced multi-annual planning by DIAC). It was suggested that there should also be funding for 
core casework by service providers included in all SGP contracts. 
 
Furthermore, concern was raised about the level of resources that are needed to participate in the 
tender process.  Applying for government grants is a resource-intensive process and, for 
settlement service providers, a diversion of resources to developing an application necessarily 
amounts to resources not being allocated to service provision for refugees.  If an application is 
unsuccessful, the application process represents a significant waste of resources for providers.  In 
an environment where settlement agencies are only realistically able to fund their core operations 
through consolidating a range of project funding, there is a scarcity of resources that can be 
appropriately used for the drafting of tender applications.  Rather than creating a level playing field 
for service providers, current arrangements privilege larger organisations that might not have the 
most useful specialist expertise but who can harness the resources (often through outsourcing) to 
negotiate the application process. 
 
Notwithstanding the question of duration of individual SGP projects, it was generally recognised 
that eligibility for SGP support should not be limited to five years following a person’s arrival. For 
example, it was pointed out that many people lack adequate language skills to access mainstream 
services after the five years has passed, and that potentially as many as 20% to 30% of the total 
intake continue to need interpreter support and ethno-specific services after this point. Other 
individuals with specialist needs may also require longer periods of time to settle and should 
remain eligible for funding accordingly. 
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Concerns were reported about inconsistencies in eligibility for SGP funding in different parts of 
Australia. State governments can have different definitions of what is included within mainstream 
funding (and thus ineligible for SGP support) which can sometimes result in essential services 
qualifying for neither. It was suggested that there needs to be better coordination to meet any gaps 
arising, and also that frequent changes in DIAC staff responsible for SGP funding undermines 
effective liaison with service providers and is an issue that should be addressed structurally. It was 
pointed out that insufficient funding is allocated both to youth-specific projects and to regional 
areas, where there is little existing structure to support people from culturally and linguistically 
diverse (CALD) backgrounds. Given that most mainstream services have little experience of 
dealing with refugees or humanitarian entrants, there is a greater need for service development. 
 
There was concern about a perceived disincentive under current arrangements to provide holistic 
case management.  Pressure to provide only a minimum level of services, a lack of impetus to 
evaluate the longer-term settlement outcomes for clients, commercial confidentiality requirements 
and diminished cooperation between agencies arising from competitive tendering have all resulted 
in a failure to tailor settlement services to the needs of refugees and humanitarian entrants during 
the whole duration of their settlement experience.  Rather than creating a more efficient system for 
service provision where refugees are guaranteed the same level of service, the implementation of 
competitive tendering has created the conditions in which cases are more likely to be dealt with in 
a piecemeal manner with ongoing needs unmet.  This in turn creates longer-term problems, not 
just for the refugees but for the broader community, the resolution of which is much more costly in 
personal, social and economic terms when compared with the cost of ensuring a smaller 
concentration of well-targeted and consistently managed services are developed during the initial 
stages of settlement.  The recent introduction of Complex Case Support will not necessarily 
address this problem and may in fact be compromised in its operation because it does not tackle 
the structural issues that have given rise to the need for such a case support network to exist in the 
first place.  It is likely that this will represent a comparatively more costly solution than enabling 
existing services to operate within a more collaborative environment. 
 
Recommendation 24 
RCOA recommends that: 

• Settlement Grants Program (SGP) funding be for minimum durations of two, three or 
four years, and that provision for an appropriate level of core funding is included within 
contracts to ensure sustainability and staff retention. 

• Greater flexibility be introduced to allow humanitarian entrants access to SGP services 
beyond the first five years of arrival in appropriate and defined circumstances. 

 
6.4 Complex Case Support (CCS) 
 
Complex Case Support (CCS) became operational across the country in October 2008.52  
According to DIAC, CCS will support refugee and humanitarian entrants where pre-migration 
experiences, severe physical and mental health conditions, or crisis events after arrival in Australia 
present significant barriers to successful settlement. The intention of the program is to provide 
flexible, tailored, local responses to meet the individual needs of clients who have particularly high 
levels of need which cannot be met through existing settlement services. A panel of more than 30 
organisations has been set up to deliver CCS services, and referrals must be made through DIAC 
who will allocate cases to panel providers depending on the identified need.  
 
It is important to acknowledge that the motivation for introducing CCS was to plug identified gaps in 
service delivery, and it is to be welcomed that CCS services will now cater to some of the hitherto 
unmet needs of vulnerable individuals, However, some specific concerns and questions about its 
operation were raised during RCOA’s consultation process:  

                                                
52 For information about CCS see the DIAC website at http://www.immi.gov.au/living-in-australia/delivering-assistance/government-
programs/settlement-programs/ccs.htm  
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• Concern that the proposed service model does not provide scope for the development of a 
sustainable program in some towns and regions where there are comparatively low numbers of 
refugee and humanitarian entrants put forward for settlement. Without a guaranteed minimum 
number of service hours and subsequent income, it is problematic for service providers to 
recruit and retain suitably qualified staff (particularly people available for 24 hour a day on call 
work) and to develop a budget that could support operational and infrastructure costs. 

• Concern that the use of a panel of providers and a failure to set minimum business levels 
assumes excess capacity on the part of service providers, a situation which is impossible to 
maintain especially for small, not-for-profit, community-based, specialised settlement service 
providers.  It is these smaller, niche operators that are generally the type of agencies that are 
likely to be of most assistance in providing the specialised services required for complex cases. 

• Complaints about the unnecessarily complicated and sometimes ambiguous nature of some of 
the tender documents. 

• Question marks about the transparency of panel member selection and whether panel 
members would necessarily have the appropriate skills, qualifications or specific knowledge to 
develop specialised elements of case planning and evaluation. 

• Concern about the complexity of the referral process that will see settlement workers (or 
refugees/humanitarian entrants) referring cases for inclusion in the CCS to DIAC who will then 
refer these individuals to CCS panel members. 

• A questioning of why it should be necessary to involve DIAC in assessing complex case needs 
and appropriate onward referral, when this should fall within the existing purview of the IHSS 
contracts. 

• Concern that some clients may be reluctant to share confidential information with DIAC as part 
of the CCS referral process. 

• Concern about the lack of a clear articulation as to the exit mechanisms from the CCS and its 
relationship with the SGP, especially if the scheme is only intended to provide intensive case 
support for a few months following arrival. 

• Concern that eligibility for CCS is restricted to two years after arrival when experience shows 
that often problems can arise later in the resettlement process. While the apparent opportunity 
for some level of flexibility to permit CCS after two years is welcome, it was felt that this should 
be more formally structured into the program. 

 
Recommendation 25 
RCOA recommends that in 2009 DIAC undertake a comprehensive review of the first year of 
operation of the Complex Case Support program in close consultation with service 
providers, community representatives and humanitarian entrants themselves. 

 
6.5 Improving cultural orientation post-arrival 
 
Since its commencement in 2003, the Australian Cultural Orientation (AUSCO) program has been 
a regular topic of discussion at RCOA community consultations, with many suggestions about 
additions and improvements.  AUSCO is a five-day program funded by DIAC and delivered 
overseas to refugee and SHP visa entrants by IOM.  Conducted in 17 countries across Asia, Africa 
and the Middle East, AUSCO is presented in refugee camps and urban settings by IOM staff, all of 
whom are involved either in presenting cultural orientation programs for other resettlement 
countries or in other IOM programs.  AUSCO follows a curriculum set by DIAC covering Australian 
government, geography and climate, cultural adjustment, travel to Australia, settling in, healthcare, 
education, finding a job, money management, housing, transport, Australian law, citizenship and 
access to trauma and torture counselling.  
 
In 2008, IOM conducted its annual conference for AUSCO trainers in Perth.  This provided an 
opportunity for trainers, few of whom have lived in Australia, to hear of settlement issues directly 
from local settlement service providers and resettled refugees and also to travel to other parts of 
Australia to learn more about the practicalities of the settlement process.  During the year, four 
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people engaged in settlement services in Australia were involved in the new Visiting Settlement 
Advisers program, a joint initiative of DIAC, IOM and RCOA.  These advisers spent time with 
trainers in South-East Asia and the Middle East, sharing perspectives on settlement issues with 
AUSCO trainers and providing feedback on how the curriculum was being implemented.  In 
addition, the AUSCO team in Thailand has been supported in its curriculum development work by 
three young Australians with a background in education, as part of AusAID’s Australian Youth 
Ambassadors for Development program. 
 
The feedback from this year’s RCOA community consultation was that, while some concerns still 
linger about new arrivals entering Australia with unrealistic ideas about housing and service 
delivery, settlement service providers are increasingly acknowledging the necessary limitations of a 
five-day program delivered to refugees before they have seen Australia.  Much of the feedback this 
year focused on the need to build on what people have learned in AUSCO, by improving post-
arrival cultural orientation.  There are elements of cultural orientation in the work of IHSS services, 
AMEP providers and SGP services.  However, a widespread view is that what is lacking is an 
overall strategy which links the cultural orientation strategies of AUSCO, IHSS, AMEP and SGP 
and attempts to reduce the likelihood of new arrivals missing out on fundamentally important 
information about life in Australia. 
 
Among the post-arrival services, there are some excellent examples of different styles of cultural 
orientation.  One is the HUB program of ACCES Services Inc in Logan in Brisbane’s southern 
suburbs.  The program includes elements of literacy and life skills, such as opening bank accounts 
and enrolling children in school, while building a relationship of trust between new arrivals and the 
IHSS staff who will be supporting them during the months ahead.  AMEP providers, too, have been 
innovative in developing local models of cultural orientation into aspects of their English courses.  
An investigation of existing approaches to cultural orientation would assist in developing a longer 
term strategy  
 
Recommendation 26 
RCOA recommends that DIAC conduct or commission a review of post-arrival cultural 
orientation to assess the availability of appropriate and effective programs to all who may 
require it. 

 
6.6 The role of volunteers in settlement service delivery 
 
Last year’s submission commented on changes in the planning of settlement support over the past 
30 years, noting the diminished role of volunteers since the replacement of the Community 
Refugee Settlement Scheme with IHSS in 2001.  This diminished role of volunteers was again a 
topic for discussion in this year’s consultations. 
 
The role of volunteers is much more of a contentious issue in some IHSS regions, a clear sign that 
this issue has been better handled by some IHSS contractors than others.  The main concerns 
relate to the exclusion of volunteer-based community groups from on-arrival support.  Community 
group leaders report that they have been told by the IHSS contractors concerned that they will only 
be accepted as registered individual volunteers of the IHSS contractor and cannot maintain any 
sense of identity with their group.  Long-established groups with strong local connections (some of 
them connected to the major churches) are reluctant to fold, believing that their group’s 
connections and reputation enable them to achieve far more for newly-arrived refugees than they 
ever could as individual volunteers for the current IHSS contractor.  However, these groups 
struggle to find a place in refugee support, a number reporting that IHSS contractors will not refer 
refugees to them.  Rather than maximising local levels of support for newly-arrived refugees, this 
results either in the development of competition for, and duplication of, some support services or a 
sense of disillusionment among volunteer groups, resulting in a loss of potentially valuable 
assistance.  These concerns are shared by some refugee and humanitarian migrants, with 
discussion at one NSW consultation about how the level of local volunteer involvement had 
declined noticeably since the change of IHSS contractors in 2005. 
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Similar concerns are shared by some refugee community leaders who have served as long-term 
volunteers.  One community leader with a 20-year history of involvement lamented the declining 
influence of community leaders as volunteers in service provision.  In the past, he said, they played 
an important role as bilingual advocates, smoothing the settlement path for new arrivals and 
advising settlement service providers.  During the 2001-05 IHSS contract, community leaders were 
accepted as part of the system of volunteer support, meeting every month with agencies in the 
IHSS consortium.  However, since the current tender started in 2005, they had remained involved 
as volunteers with the new IHSS contractor but, he said, had no authority to speak up for members 
of their community, with their official involvement limited to social and friendship support.  “We are 
told we are too bossy and not to get involved when we see problems,” he said.  Conversely, when 
problems become too difficult for the IHSS contractors or occur late at night or on weekends, 
refugee communities are left to respond unofficially and with no resources. 
 
The practice of other IHSS and SGP providers differs significantly, with some organisations 
reporting a very positive working relationship with long-established church and community groups 
and with refugee community leaders.  RCOA believes that the question of how best to engage 
volunteers deserves further investigation by DIAC in the lead-up to the 2010 IHSS contract round. 
 
In 5.1 and 5.2, we referred to the situation of community-based organisations which seek to 
support humanitarian entrants by being SHP proposers but have struggled to keep going in the 
face of very high rejection rates for their SHP applications.  Their situation should, as noted earlier, 
be reviewed by DIAC as part of a rethinking of the role of volunteers in settlement support. 
 
Recommendation 27 
RCOA recommends that DIAC review the current role of volunteers in the IHSS and SHP, 
seeking good practice models to inform planning for both programs. 

 
6.7 Rural and regional settlement  
 
The consultation process for this year’s submission put greater emphasis than in previous years on 
seeking the views of settlement service providers in regional cities where initial and secondary 
refugee settlement has been taking place.  Through teleconferences and face-to-face 
consultations, views were sought from people in regional towns and cities such as Albury, 
Armidale, Bathurst, Coffs Harbour, Goulburn, Griffith, Lismore, Orange, Wagga Wagga (NSW), 
Castlemaine, Shepparton, Swan Hill (Victoria), Cairns, Toowoomba, Townsville (Queensland), Mt 
Gambier, Murray Bridge (SA), Albany (WA) and Alice Springs (NT).  The situations in these cities 
vary considerably.  Ongoing settlement through IHSS is occurring in Albury, Coffs Harbour, 
Goulburn, Wagga Wagga, Cairns, Toowoomba and Townsville.  Regional resettlement pilots have 
been conducted in Shepparton and Mt Gambier.  Community-based settlement through the SHP is 
occurring in Armidale and Lismore.  Refugees have moved into the other cities generally through 
secondary migration from larger cities, usually drawn by the availability of work. 
 
In all these cities, the local support for refugee settlement is very high (though the refugee 
settlement to date in Bathurst has been minimal).  In all cities, settlement service providers see 
great advantages for refugee settlement.  Cities like Cairns, Townsville, Toowoomba, Armidale, 
Bathurst, Lismore, Wagga Wagga and Shepparton have excellent tertiary education facilities.  
Prospects for work are very positive in Griffith, Swan Hill, Castlemaine, Murray Bridge and Cairns.  
In Goulburn, the cost of housing is considerably cheaper than metropolitan centres and affordable 
housing can be found in walking distance of the facilities in the town centre. 
 
Without exception, regional service providers see the non-metropolitan lifestyle as a real plus for 
newly arrived refugees, many of whom came originally from rural areas.  While regional cities lack 
many of the specialist multicultural services available in the cities, local service providers note that 
the personal relationships which refugees develop with people outside their language group are 
much stronger than in the larger cities.  One service provider who moved fairly recently from 
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Melbourne to rural Victoria noted that, in a country town, refugees and service providers were 
much more likely to meet by chance in the shopping centre, send their children to the same 
schools and develop common friends.  “In a country town, there is a pattern of rich personal 
relationships, rather than the role-based relationships which exist in the metropolitan areas,” he 
said.  A service provider in regional South Australia expressed a similar view: “In a town like 
Murray Bridge, we don’t have refugee issues; we have community issues, as the same issues 
affect us all.” 
 
The picture is not all rosy, of course.  In Swan Hill and Castlemaine, schools struggle to provide 
basic English as a Second Language (ESL) assistance to students.  In Murray Bridge and Mt 
Gambier, good ESL support has been developed but this could be at risk in coming years unless 
there is a steady flow of newly arrived refugees to maintain the numbers necessary for a basic 
level of services.  Finding employment for people with no Australian experience is a struggle in 
towns like Albury, Armidale, Goulburn and Orange (though Orange City Council is attempting to 
change this with a migrant employment initiative).  Cities like Goulburn, Townsville and 
Toowoomba struggle to keep the refugees settled there initially, with the lure of larger refugee 
communities in Brisbane and Sydney a challenge for regional Queensland and the limited access 
to tertiary education a problem in Goulburn. 
 
Settlement service provision is a challenge in some of the cities where refugee settlement is 
relatively new and where few (if any) other multicultural services exist.  Agencies report that the 
small amounts of funding allocated to regional areas through IHSS and SGP make maintaining a 
basic settlement service somewhat difficult.  In some cities, mainstream services struggle to adapt 
to the needs of people who are not fluent in English.  In other cities, like Goulburn, both resettled 
refugees and settlement service providers report that the levels of good will among mainstream 
service providers are so high that every effort is made, within limited resources, to serve the needs 
of refugee clients. 
 
Where initial settlement through IHSS is happening in regional cities, local service providers are 
worried about the viability of services for refugees because settlement numbers have been lower 
than expected.  In Cairns, the number of refugees settled in 2007-08 dropped to just 30, down from 
85 the previous year.  In Townsville, the annual average is around 35.  In Mt Gambier, where 10 
Karen families (50 people) were settled as part of a pilot program, service providers are concerned 
that the services established will not be sustainable unless more refugees are settled in the near 
future. 
 
With housing affordability continuing to decline in the larger cities and employment opportunities 
available in some (but, by no means, all) regional centres, further options for regional resettlement 
should be explored.  DIAC has already commissioned useful research into the settlement pilots at 
Shepparton and Mt Gambier.  However, additional research is needed to cast light on the 
situations of refugees who have chosen to move, for employment reasons, to towns with few 
support services and also on the benefits and disadvantages of resettlement in regional cities 
currently receiving small numbers of refugees.  In some regional centres, there is discussion about 
the level of secondary movement from places of initial settlement in regional areas to the capital 
cities.  People are asking whether this is a sign that regional resettlement should be restricted or 
whether it is helpful for newly-arrived refugees to find their feet in a smaller city while they make 
longer term choices about where they would prefer to live in Australia.  Canvassing the views of 
refugees who have made that choice – as well as others who have chosen to stay – would help to 
cast light on future options for regional resettlement. 
 
Recommendation 28 
RCOA recommends that DIAC commission research on why refugees move into or away 
from regional areas and what impact this has on their settlement in Australia, to better 
inform future planning of regional resettlement initiatives. 
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7. SETTLEMENT ISSUES AND CHALLENGES 
 

7.7.7.7.1 1 1 1 HousingHousingHousingHousing    

 
7.1.1 Availability of housing 
 
Once again the lack of available housing for refugees and humanitarian entrants was the key issue 
of concern most commonly raised by service providers and community representatives at this 
year’s consultations. As was remarked at one consultation, “the issue is housing, housing and 
housing”. Recent and systematic concern about this issue prompted RCOA to place particular 
focus on housing (along with employment) in its 2008 submission. It is not intended to repeat the 
detailed and in-depth exploration of this issue undertaken last year but it should be emphasised 
that Australia’s national housing crisis has, if anything, worsened over the past 12 months. Across 
Australia rental prices have continued to rise sharply, often by as much as 30%. Rental vacancy 
rates in most major cities are now at an all time low, especially at the affordable end of the market, 
where there is a lack of stock but increasing demand. In a number of states vacancy rates are now 
under 1% which effectively equates to the transition time for tenants to move into new properties.  
 
At the same time there is now a critical shortage of social housing (public and community housing) 
as a result of a progressive withdrawal of funding from the system. Stock levels for social housing 
are around 30,000 properties short of what they were 10 years ago. The policy response has been 
a rationing of the social housing system. The resulting tightening of eligibility requirements for 
applicants trying to access social housing has meant that many that are now in housing stress are 
now locked out of being housed in public or community housing. While all Australians are feeling 
the impact of the housing crisis, refugees are especially vulnerable due to their particular 
circumstances. For example, new arrivals typically lack rental or employment histories, or 
awareness of tenancy rights and responsibilities.  
 
7.1.2 Accessing housing 
 
The move away from “on arrival” accommodation to complete reliance on the private rental market 
to meet the housing needs of new refugees has created a number of serious and complex 
challenges. It is the responsibility of the IHSS provider to find suitable accommodation for newly 
arrived refugees but this task is becoming increasingly difficult in many states and territories, and 
many service providers consulted advocated a return to the On Arrival Accommodation (OAA) 
operated prior to the introduction of the IHSS. The OAA provided 13 weeks of subsidised 
accommodation in self-contained, self-catering units that were co-located with services. Aside from 
the benefit of avoiding pitting newly arrived refugees against the vagaries of the private rental 
market, it was felt that a return to a system similar to the OAA would also effectively address other 
identified early settlement problems, better link new arrivals with services, as well as better 
facilitate their orientation. 
 
For reasons outlined above and discussed in more detail below, social housing supply is unable to 
meet the level of affordable housing need. In the absence of this, or dedicated on-arrival 
accommodation, private rental accommodation is usually the only available option. Greater 
consideration needs to be given as to the particular difficulties faced by refugees in accessing the 
private rental market.  
 
Confronted with the current rental market, service providers have been forced to identify strategies 
to secure accommodation for their clients, but greater funding is required to properly support these 
initiatives. Service providers highlighted the fact that current IHSS contracts do not recognise the 
increasing amount of resources that they have to invest in finding housing for their clients. Head 
leasing is sometimes the only way in which access to housing for new arrivals can be assured. The 
importance of developing strong relationships with local real estate agents was stressed by 
settlement workers in many regions. This can require service providers not only to act as brokers in 
dealings with agents but also to provide additional services such as taking primary responsibility for 
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maintenance, offering garden renovation or environmentally-friendly improvements, and providing 
rent guarantees and/or payment of up to three months’ rent in advance. During consultations it was 
welcomed that DIAC had piloted the provision of free interpreting services under TIS to real estate 
agents to help overcome language barriers, and it was suggested that this should be extended 
nationally. Of key importance is training for refugees on tenancy rights and responsibilities (see 
7.1.5). There is also scope for greater awareness training among real estate agents and to 
promote other incentives, for example: 

• Offering free promotion to real estate agents in organisational periodicals, either through 
advertising or positive news stories about assistance given; 

• Involving the state/territory real estate institute in promoting awareness of the needs and past 
experiences of humanitarian entrants, and providing cultural awareness training (for example 
through breakfast or lunchtime seminars); 

• Encouraging state/territory real estate institutes to present awards to real estate agents who 
assist humanitarian entrants (in collaboration with local government or chambers of 
commerce); and 

• Promoting a positive and inclusive image of new and emerging communities. 
 
Concerns were voiced in a number of states about real estate agents discriminating against 
refugees, often hidden or hard to verify given the general volume of rental applications compared 
to available properties. This issue needs to be recognised as part of any strategies to find effective 
housing solutions. 
 
Service providers and community groups reported particular problems in finding housing of 
sufficient size to accommodate large extended families. Properties containing more than five 
bedrooms are often not available at all or will be located far from schools or services. It is not 
unusual for families to be split between two properties. Solutions need to be found for this 
shortage, including exploring possibilities to renovate larger premises (e.g. former convents or 
boarding houses) for very large families, such as those comprising 15 or more members.   
 
SHP entrants and refugees exiting IHSS support after six months (and whose IHSS-organised 
tenancies have expired) face particular problems accessing longer-term housing. It is often difficult 
for refugees lacking transport or knowledge of local areas to even get to property viewings, let 
alone compete in open viewing inspections, fill out application forms or overcome other difficulties 
associated with renting privately. A serious gap in service provision remains in spite of positive 
feedback on the funding of housing-related activities on a pilot basis in a limited number of 
locations nationally under the SGP in 2008-09. Early evidence of success has already been 
witnessed with a number of projects (for example in Perth) assisting humanitarian entrants to learn 
how to search, apply for and maintain properties. Similar projects now need to be facilitated and 
encouraged nationwide. Consideration should also be given to extending access for SHP entrants 
to receive IHSS support in finding housing. During this year’s consultations it was not uncommon 
to hear of proposers having to house as many as 15 family members in a three bedroom house for 
as long as four months while trying to find alternative accommodation. This is often compounded 
by proposers receiving very little notice of family members joining them (e.g. due to short duration 
of exit visas).  
 
Currently there is a huge undersupply in social housing. Section 7.1.7 outlines the nature of the 
issue in more detail. However, it is worth noting here that this remains the fundamental problem for 
refugees trying to access affordable housing options. That is, given there are not enough social 
housing properties to meet the level of need for affordable housing, and the policy response of 
rationing that supply, refugees are among many people with complex needs seeking such housing. 
There is therefore no guarantee that their particular needs will be considered greater than others 
seeking social housing.  
 
A further problem arises from the information and supports required to fill in application forms, 
prepare supporting documentation and negotiate what can be a confusing and bureaucratic 
process in applying for social housing, particularly for new arrivals. As with the private rental 
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market, IHSS services are often unable to provide an appropriate level of support to humanitarian 
entrants who are seeking social housing. Moreover, being deemed eligible for social housing is 
only the first step. Applicants are then put on a waiting list from which properties will be allocated to 
those deemed most in need. Some can languish on the waiting list for years.  
 
Consideration might be given to funding IHSS agencies to provide adequate support to refugees 
seeking social housing. Ideally, the transition from IHSS to social housing would be seamless, 
providing a continuum of housing and support from arrival through to a more long term solution in 
social housing (where appropriate), or the private rental market. The role of community housing will 
be considered in more detail under section 7.1.8.   
 
7.1.3 Affordability and location of housing 
 
Many humanitarian entrants quickly find themselves in ‘housing stress’53 compounded by arriving 
in Australia with no or limited financial resources, owing money for pre-arrival expenses and 
remitting significant amounts of money to relatives left in camps or countries of first asylum. 
Refugees across the country, even in states with lower rental prices, often reported that 
significantly more than half of their income was spent on paying rent. Affordable housing is 
particularly elusive for single households because typically the proportion of rent to income is 
significantly higher. It is evident that the high cost of private rental accommodation is having a 
severe impact on the successful settlement of refugees and humanitarian entrants. Not only does it 
cause serious financial hardship, it also negatively impacts on refugees attempting to maintain 
employment or keeping their children enrolled in the same schools. During the consultations it was 
not uncommon to hear of families having to move every 12 months due to unaffordable rent 
increases. This disruption is particularly problematic for refugees whose previous experiences of 
forced displacement render in them a heightened and understandable wish for stability and a 
feeling of security that can derive from having an established home. 
 
It is also often the case that lack of affordable housing forces humanitarian entrants to move away 
from city centres to the margins where accommodation is cheaper but far from services. Limited 
and infrequent public transport can make it difficult or impossible for humanitarian entrants 
remotely located to attend medical appointments, job interviews, language classes or other 
engagements. It also poses serious problems for children to get to school. In Perth and Brisbane 
instances were reported of children having to travel 20 and 40 km respectively to get to school, 
including children as young as 11 years of age. Structural problems with limited public transport will 
require longer term solutions but in the meantime there needs to be greater recognition of these 
problems in developing housing strategies, particularly given barriers often preventing 
humanitarian entrants from securing driving licences (see 7.3.5).  
 
During consultations there was acknowledgement of the positive impact of recently introduced 
housing crisis payments, including humanitarian entrants now being eligible to apply for one crisis 
payment on first arriving in Australia. The introduction since 1 March 2008 of enhanced in-kind 
support services (covering rent and total utility costs for the first four weeks rather than just one as 
was the case previously) is also very welcome. At a number of consultations it was felt that more 
still needs to be done to help with upfront housing costs such as payment of rental bonds, and a 
specific problem identified that sometimes single people do not earn enough to qualify for a rental 
bond loan.  
 
Some schemes were highlighted which have proved successful in addressing longer-term 
affordability issues. For example, in Queensland the ‘Rentstarts’ program provides rental subsidies 
to individuals with an identified employment pathway (e.g. a family where a parent is undergoing 
nursing training). Individuals supported under the program are initially only required to pay 25% of 
the commercial rent with the expectation that they will pay the full market rent after four years. 
Another initiative in Western Australia has created a network of socially aware private landlords 

                                                
53 The term “housing stress” is applied when individuals in the bottom 40% of incomes have to spend more than 30% of their income on housing 
costs. 
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willing to let their properties to refugees at affordable rents.  Further awareness-raising is required 
concerning some of the mainstream support services which are available to humanitarian entrants 
but not always known to them. 
 
7.1.4 Housing quality 
 
There remains significant frustration and distress among refugees and humanitarian entrants about 
the quality of housing they are able to obtain, and a continuing perception that some estate agents 
are exploiting their lack of English or awareness of tenancy rights. There were widespread 
complaints about properties being let in unclean condition or with serious defects. Sometimes due 
to a humanitarian entrant’s lack of understanding of property condition reports, individuals then 
found themselves billed for these pre-existing defects at the end of their tenancy. Also common 
were reports of delays in real estate agents effecting essential repairs. One woman reported 
receiving an electricity bill for $800 which after many complaints and an eventual investigation was 
shown to be due to a leaking hot water system which had not been properly repaired after being 
reported two years earlier. Another tenant was not given the code for the house alarm. When the 
alarm would not stop he felt he had no choice but to cut the wire. He was billed for the repair of the 
alarm when he moved.  
 
There are generally no legislative requirements concerning the minimum level of quality of private 
rental housing in any State. Standards are therefore effectively dictated by the market. This is 
particularly problematic for humanitarian entrants with limited English language skills or worried 
about the possible adverse consequences of lodging a complaint. It was also reported that the low 
availability of large unit dwellings contributes to overcrowding, and this was particularly prevalent 
among newly arrived SHP entrants. 
 
7.1.5 Training on rights and responsibilities  
 
The IHSS includes some training on tenancy rights and responsibilities. In previous submissions 
RCOA has reported concerns about the adequacy of this training. It is therefore to be welcomed 
that, on a pilot basis in limited locations, SGP funding has been made available for programs 
aimed at tenancy education. Feedback is already positive. It was emphasised that these programs 
are most effective when they include provision for staff to visit humanitarian entrant tenants in their 
own homes to provide on-site training. Also effective is where follow-up visits take place and a 
brokering role can continue to be played in negotiations with real estate agents during the course 
of a tenancy. Therefore future programs should include provision for assistance with sustaining 
tenancies and related advocacy. Effective tenancy training should include: 

• An overview of the local rental market and how to apply for properties and promptly provide 
necessary supporting evidence etc; 

• Rights and responsibilities as a tenant; 

• Completing property condition reports and reporting existing defects; 

• Property maintenance and reporting repairs; 

• Budgetary management skills and paying rent in advance (including calendar conversion 
tools); and 

• Connecting utilities and paying bills. 
 
Development of the above skills can make a significant impact in improving the prospects of 
humanitarian entrants finding suitable accommodation in the private rental market, and ensuring 
that their rights are respected. 
 
7.1.6 Homelessness 
 
The challenges identified above and the insecurity of housing faced by humanitarian entrants in the 
private rental market results in many individuals being vulnerable to homelessness. At this year’s 
consultations there was anecdotal evidence that levels of homelessness have increased over the 
last year and are at the highest level seen for 15 years. Though reports of primary homelessness 
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were less common generally, of particular concern are reports of young people who have ended up 
on the streets.54 Reports of secondary homelessness55 were far more common, and typically can 
be quite hidden. Further research continues to be required to assess the true scale of this problem. 
A particular issue is the lack of alternative accommodation for refugee women who have 
experienced domestic violence. While crisis accommodation can be available it is often in remote 
locations and/or not a suitable long-term solution. An instance was reported in Brisbane where one 
women experiencing domestic violence was offered alternative accommodation in Rockhampton, 
620km away and lacking essential settlement support. This issue requires close monitoring. 
 
7.1.7 Tackling the national shortage of housing stock 
 
Recent national and state reports have recognised the severe impact of the current housing crisis 
on refugee and humanitarian entrants.56 However, these problems are clearly part of a much larger 
national crisis in housing affordability.  As part of a 2008 campaign on housing affordability, four 
national housing and social service peak bodies made the following observations about housing 
affordability in Australia: 

• At least 600,000 households (families and singles) in the private rental market are in housing 
stress; 

• About 180,000 households are on public rental housing waiting lists.  However, the supply of 
public housing declined by approximately 30,000 dwellings in the decade to 2006; 

• Federal funding for social housing has fallen by around 30% in real terms since 1996; 

• More than 32% of households receiving Commonwealth Rent Assistance still pay more than 
30% of income on rent; 

• More than 105,000 people experience homelessness on any given night; 

• The national shortage in the annual supply of new housing is more than 30,000 dwellings. 57 
 
The major solutions to the housing crisis faced by refugees and humanitarian entrants lie in 
responses to the national housing affordability crisis.  RCOA welcomes the Federal Government’s 
allocation in the 2008-09 Budget of $2.2 billion over four years for new housing initiatives and 
additional spending on housing in the new Federal-State National Affordable Housing Agreement 
(NAHA).58  The Budget measures aim to encourage the building of up to 50,000 new rental 
properties (National Rental Affordability Scheme, $622 million), reduce planning and infrastructure 
costs for new housing developments (Housing Affordability Fund, $359 million), build 600 new 
homes for homeless people (Place to Call Home initiative, $150 million) and help new home 
buyers save for a deposit (First Home Saver Accounts, $1.1 billion).  Additional funding in NAHA 
includes $800 million over five years for initiatives to tackle homelessness and $400 million over 
two years for social housing.  RCOA does, however, share National Shelter’s concern that the 
allocation of new social housing funding will have only a small impact on the national shortage of 
public and community housing and that problems of unsustainability in the social housing sector 
have not been addressed.59 
 
7.1.8 The potential role of community housing organisations 
 
RCOA believes that a greater level of government intervention is needed to support newly arrived 
refugees to access affordable, secure and appropriate housing. RCOA notes Federal efforts to 

                                                
54 See Hidden homelessness: the impact of refugee homelessness on newly arrived youth, Association for Services to Torture and Trauma 
Survivors (ASeTTS), July 2008. 
55 “Primary homelessness” is defined as living without conventional accommodation (on the streets, in deserted buildings, in railway carriages, 
under bridges etc). “Secondary homelessness” is defined as moving between various forms of temporary shelter, such as homes of friends and 
relatives, refuges, boarding houses and other forms of emergency accommodation. 
56 See for example Effective Strategies To Assist Humanitarian Entrants Access Housing, Report of the Standing Committee on Immigration and 
Multicultural Affairs meeting on housing issues, February 2008, and Availability, Affordability, Accessibility – Housing Victoria’s New Migrant and 
Refugee Communities, Ethnic Communities Council of Victoria Policy Discussion Paper No. 4 2008.  
57 Background paper, National Rental Housing Advocacy Day – Housing for a Fairer Australia, Australia Fair,  24 September 2008.. This campaign 
was supported by National Shelter, Australian Council of Social Service, Community Housing Federation of Australia and Homelessness Australia. 
58 The National Affordable Housing Agreement replaces the former Commonwealth-State Housing Agreement from 1 January 2009. 
59 See National Shelter’s media release, NAHA welcome but falls short of expectations, 3 December 2008. 
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generate investment in affordable housing through the National Rental Affordability Scheme but, 
given the national shortfall in affordable housing supply, that initiative only goes a small way 
towards addressing the problem.  
 
In considering all of the options available for improving housing outcomes for refugees and 
humanitarian entrants, the potential contribution of community housing needs further examination.  
The community or non-profit housing sector is growing and is now estimated to manage around 
77,000 dwellings, including 35,000 community housing dwellings funded under NAHA, 14,000 
other non-profit managed dwellings (including independent living units for aged and disabled 
people), 21,500 units of Indigenous housing and 6,800 units of crisis accommodation60.  NAHA-
funded community housing includes dwellings managed by generalist community housing 
organisations, welfare agencies, church-based organisations, local government and housing co-
operatives.  In the past decade, community housing organisations have grown with the help of 
significant housing stock transfers from state public housing bodies, as governments have seen 
benefits in housing being managed by non-profit organisations with greater accountability to 
tenants. 
 
Community housing organisations would be ideally placed to develop and manage more flexible 
options in on-arrival housing. In particular, their place based approach can allow for local support 
partnerships to be developed and a more responsive service to tenant needs to be delivered. Their 
adherence to tenant participation principles can add value to assisting refugees to adjust to living in 
Australia and become engaged in the community. If sufficient resources were available, these 
organisations could also offer medium-term housing options to assist recently arrived refugees, 
providing flexibility and support as they adjust to managing a tenancy in Australia. Indeed, the 
community housing sector is well placed to play a greater role in the IHSS program and link that 
program to longer term housing with little disruption to refugees housing and lives – in effect 
providing a continuum of housing and support to refugees from arrival to longer term sustainable 
tenancies. Some very useful models already exist, such as in Brisbane where Metropolitan 
Association Towards Community Housing (MATCH) is part of the IHSS consortium. This type of 
approach could provide a useful pilot program for DIAC to consider and could be considered as 
part of any review of IHSS.   
 
7.1.9 Need for further research 
 
There remains a need for further research to identify and promote existing successful local and/or 
regional strategies, and more fundamentally to develop a comprehensive housing strategy to 
address the specific needs of refugees and humanitarian entrants. This strategy should include 
investment for a greater supply of transitional and priority housing, refugee transition hubs and 
semi-independent units. State and territory governments should play an important role in such 
developments. Generally there is a need for government agencies to better resource effective 
advocacy mechanisms to improve housing and housing services for refugees and humanitarian 
entrants. Community reference groups should be established to ensure that tenants from refugee 
backgrounds have the opportunity to contribute actively and meaningfully to discussion on housing 
issues. 
 
Recommendation 29 
RCOA recommends that DIAC, in consultation with State agencies and other Federal 
departments, coordinate a comprehensive housing strategy to address the specific needs 
of refugee and humanitarian entrants. 
 
Recommendation 30 
RCOA recommends that DIAC explore options for partnerships with the community housing 
sector to provide on-arrival accommodation, and work to develop the provision of housing 
designed to accommodate humanitarian entrants for up to three years following arrival. 
 

                                                
60 Australia Fair, op cit. 
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Recommendation 31 
RCOA recommends that greater resources be allocated to IHSS and SGP providers for 
housing support services to reflect current challenges in accessing affordable housing, and 
that consideration be given to extending these services to SHP entrants. 
 
Recommendation 32 
RCOA recommends that DIAC fund and encourage SGP providers nationwide to include 
housing advocacy and support in funding proposals, including training on tenancy rights 
and responsibilities. 
 
Recommendation 33 
RCOA recommends that DIAC develop resources on good practice models on housing 
advocacy and support for distribution among IHSS and SGP providers and other agencies. 
 
Recommendation 34 
RCOA recommends that DIAC extend access to the Translating and Interpreting Service 
(TIS) to all real estate agents, and work with the Real Estate Institute of Australia on 
improving housing solutions for refugees through awareness-raising and incentives such 
as national or state/territory awards recognising good practice. 
 
Recommendation 35 
RCOA recommends that urgent attention be given to developing accommodation suitable 
for very large households.  

 
7.7.7.7.2222 Education Education Education Education and English language t and English language t and English language t and English language trainingrainingrainingraining    
 
7.2.1 Review of the Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP) 
 
In the foreword to its July 2008 discussion paper61 as part of a review of the AMEP, DIAC 
underlined that “the Australian Government considers learning English one of the most important 
steps migrants and humanitarian entrants can take towards successfully settling in Australia”. It 
was further acknowledged that “learning English equips new arrivals with the language skills 
needed for employment and helps build the social connections necessary for successful integration 
into the broader Australian community”. RCOA very much welcomes and agrees with these 
principles and has advocated accordingly in its recent submissions to government on the Refugee 
and Special Humanitarian Program.  
 
Findings are yet to be published on the second part of the review which sought written submissions 
to a series of targeted questions. However, the first part of the review included the holding by DIAC 
of focus group consultations with AMEP clients, and identified the following findings62 which equate 
closely with views expressed during RCOA’s consultations this year and in previous years, 
including: 

• Mixed classes where participants have different levels of English language and literacy skills 
were seen as ineffective, as they hampered progress being made by either the more advanced 
or the less literate clients. 

• The material taught in class was perceived as irrelevant to their needs, particularly for those 
wanting to learn English to gain employment. 

• There was a lack of understanding of appropriate adult teaching and learning principles and 
methodology or of course objectives. 

• There was a lack of awareness of options available within the program, such as the Home 
Tutor Scheme or Distance Learning, to further enhance their English language learning. 

• There was a lack of awareness among students of their English language and vocational 
training options upon exiting the AMEP. 

                                                
61 Review of the Adult Migrant English Program, Discussion Paper, July 2008. 
62 Ibid, page 12. 
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• Centrelink Activity Test requirements, for those eligible for Australian Government employment 
services, were seen as difficult to manage, particularly when attending classes full time. Many 
clients elect to drop out of the program as the pressure from their employment services 
provider to get a job at any cost is too great. These clients have opted to start work without the 
English language skills they need to sustain them in employment. 

 
Clients in focus groups also noted the need for: 

• More classes to be held in informal community settings;  

• More English language options for youth aged 15 to 18 years who drop out of school or who 
finish school without adequate English skills to move into vocational training or employment; 

• More tuition hours to be available to achieve English proficiency levels commensurate with 
employment requirements and/or to transition into further study; 

• Better learning options for mothers who are unable to be provided with childcare for their 
children; 

• Bilingual support in class, particularly for new clients in the initial weeks and for lower level 
learners in the longer term; and 

• Better learning resources. 
 
The discussion paper proposes some possible future directions for the AMEP, and particularly 
welcome from RCOA’s perspective is its recognition of the need to move away from a ‘one size fits 
all’ approach. The primary means anticipated to achieve this centre around plans to introduce two 
differentiated streams for AMEP learning, a Settlement for Employment Participation Pathway and 
a Settlement for Social Participation Pathway. The discussion paper also explores a number of 
other specific proposed future directions for the AMEP including: developing individual AMEP 
Learners’ Passports; providing AMEP counsellors; strengthening connections between AMEP and 
Australian Government employment services; improving continuous enrolment; providing more 
bilingual support in mixed level classes; increasing options for youth; increasing the allocation of 
hours and range of delivery settings; improving childcare arrangements; more effective learning 
and changes to the curriculum; improving reporting arrangements; and better targeted professional 
development of teachers. RCOA very much welcomes the broad direction of reforms identified thus 
far which have the potential to effectively address a number of current issues of concern.  
 
Once all the submissions to the review have been analysed and presented it will be possible to 
pronounce more authoritatively on the precise measures necessary to best achieve required 
reform. Rather than try to second guess these findings at this stage, in the sub-sections below it is 
intended to concentrate on outlining some of the ideas and examples of best practice reported 
during RCOA’s intake submission consultations this year, particularly where these could usefully 
help shape some of the future directions of the AMEP currently under review.  
 
7.2.2 Improving language learning outcomes 
 
While many of those consulted emphasised the need to move away from a ‘one size fits all’ 
approach and were in favour of introducing more vocationally focused language learning, they 
equally stressed that, at the same time, sufficient resources must continue to be directed towards 
humanitarian entrants who arrive with little or no English language skills, requiring particular 
support and attention. It was reported at every consultation without exception that far too many 
individuals continue to exit the AMEP without having achieved even a basic or functional grasp of 
English. There was universal agreement that more teaching hours were required, but it was 
considered equally important to focus attention on how to improve the delivery of language 
learning. 
 
Many humanitarian entrants are pre-literate in their own languages and lack any prior formal 
education. For this group a formal style classroom curriculum is often not the best or most 
appropriate way for them to make progress or attain a level of English that they believe will be 
most useful in their daily life. Instead, home tutoring or more informal classes may be more 
conducive to achieving positive outcomes. It was reported that several community organisations 
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already run successful courses along these lines.  Given the scale of the current challenges faced 
by some new arrivals, it was suggested that the AMEP should develop special classes run by 
bilingual assistants specifically designed to assist pre-literate students reach level 1. In general 
there should be greater use of conversational learning as well as auditory and other innovative 
teaching aids. Many useful specialised English language programs and resources already exist but 
there is a lack of a centralised store of information on this. 
 
A common theme that arose during consultations was an identified need for AMEP programs to be 
more culturally sensitive to the communities receiving them. It was suggested that AMEP teachers 
should receive induction training about refugee communities and their previous experiences in 
order to attain greater cultural awareness. Also that teaching techniques should be culturally 
sensitive and curricula culturally adapted (e.g. ‘Hassan’ instead of ‘John’). Far greater efforts 
should be made to recruit bilingual teachers and teaching assistants, including where possible from 
the same community as clients.  
 
Feedback was generally positive about pilot projects under the new Pathways to Employment 
program, offering AMEP students modules in subjects such as aged care, childcare, catering, retail 
or construction. It was reported that students undertaking a retail module in Wollongong had 
subsequently found employment in the retail sector. Many of those consulted welcomed 
anticipated reform broadening vocational training within the AMEP, but at the same time there 
were warnings about the risk of stereotyping humanitarian entrants through the type of vocational 
training offered. It was also stressed that there must be continual review and flexibility allowing 
AMEP students to switch between employment participation pathway and social participation 
pathway programs according to changing needs so as not to structurally disadvantage some 
groups, for example women with young children. 
 
7.2.3 Improving support around language learning 
 
A prominent issue raised in some states was the difficulties mothers face in attending English 
lessons because of inadequate childcare facilities. In Perth and Hobart in particular it was reported 
that the situation had worsened and was preventing access to AMEP classes by female-headed 
households including women who arrive in Australia on a Woman at Risk visa. In other regions it 
was reported that appropriate levels of childcare were being provided for AMEP programs but not 
always for the Language Literacy and Numeracy Program (LLNP) or other courses. Due to the 
marginalising impact on already vulnerable households, this needs to be addressed and consistent 
provision of childcare ensured. 
 
Difficulties continue to be reported for humanitarian entrants in accommodating language classes 
within demanding work schedules and obligations to Job Network. Deferral is often difficult or not 
an option with a number of new arrivals being forced to drop out of classes and often unable to 
enter the AMEP at a later date. The short-term pressures placed on some humanitarian entrants to 
provide for family members both in Australia and overseas can result in them becoming stuck in 
low-wage employment and denied longer-term career development opportunities. More flexibility is 
therefore required in the duration and range of services that they can access, including greater 
provision of language training in the workplace and at evenings/weekends. The disjuncture 
between the priority placed by DIAC on attending English classes and the requirements of 
agencies such as Centrelink and Job Network providers needs to be addressed, and the key 
acknowledgement of this need in the current review of the AMEP is therefore to be welcomed. 
More diverse ways need to be found to improve the accessibility of language training. One option 
suggested was to run English courses for adults in conjunction with weekend community language 
courses for children. One positive example given was that the NSW Department of Education and 
Training runs conversational English classes for parents at their children’s school, as part of the 
Priority Schools Program. 
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7.2.4 New education strategies for refugee children and young people 
 
Young refugees often come from very difficult situations in which schooling has been highly 
disrupted or, in some cases, where there has been no schooling at all. Many children and 
teenagers arrive with no English skills whatsoever and face profound difficulties in transitioning 
from life in a protracted refugee situation (where they may have endured torture, trauma or chronic 
health problems) to an Australian school environment. Following arrival they can face pressure to 
earn money to support themselves or family members or face difficult home environments with 
parents who are struggling to adapt themselves and are unable to provide appropriate levels of 
support. They may face racism and discrimination that can discourage them from continuing with 
their education.  
 
Despite these challenges, many refugee children and young people perform remarkably well and 
have the potential to match the educational achievements of their peers born in Australia. 
However, there is also a significant number of children and young people whose learning needs 
remain unmet, sometimes with devastating consequences. Many educational professionals 
consulted during this year’s consultations stressed that the failure to meet the educational needs of 
refugee students at high school starts a negative spiral. The enthusiasm of the young person is 
killed by the sense of being a failure. Young people drop out of school and some subsequently 
begin loitering or engage in antisocial behaviours and are picked up by the police. The State child 
protection service becomes involved and the relationship between child and parent breaks down. 
To prevent these or similar negative outcomes it is necessary to develop whole of sector 
approaches across educational institutions at all levels – settlement services, State and federal 
departments and community outreach programs – to better target and coordinate educational 
resources and opportunities, and thereby ensure that all refugee children are able to avail 
themselves of the opportunity to realise the personal, family and community benefits of a sound 
education. The Ucan2 project in Melbourne was pointed to as a successful model for responding to 
education and employment pathways for teenage refugees.63 
 
At present humanitarian entrants who are of school age can access specialised assistance through 
Intensive English Centres (IECs) or English as a Second Language (ESL) programs for the first 12 
months after their arrival in Australia with the aim that after this they should access mainstream 
educational services. At consultations there was feedback that three school terms (nine months) at 
an IEC is not enough and that where necessary students should be able to spend longer in IECs 
before being placed in mainstream schools. It is also apparent that there are huge variations from 
state to state in the level of specialist language support provided to children. It was reported that 
the State Department of Education in Western Australia puts no extra resources into specialised 
support whereas in Victoria and South Australia money from the Federal Budget is matched dollar 
for dollar. In Tasmania there are no IECs but children are placed straight into mainstream schools, 
supported by the English as Another Language program.64 Local agencies reported that this 
system is working very well and pointed to the fact that high numbers of young refugee persons 
are being admitted to the University of Tasmania.  
 
At a number of consultations it was reiterated that schools need to expand ongoing ESL support in 
recognition of the fact that it takes time to learn a language, and longer still due to the impact of 
trauma and disrupted education. There is a need for more ESL support in regional areas, in 
particular where refugee children are moving from school to school and their educational needs are 
not being properly met. In regional areas where there is no IEC it was suggested that access to the 
AMEP could be opened up to students from Year 10 onwards, or at least that AMEP services could 
be provided in a school setting. This could help to prevent dropping out and associated problems. 
Initiatives are also necessary to help recently arrived teenagers placed in a class according to age 
but who are suffering due to gaps in their education which prevent them from following tuition or 
understanding what is happening in class. This was a recurrent problem at a number of 

                                                
63 For further information see http://ucan2.victas.uca.org.au/index.cgi  
64 This program is outlined more fully in a paper by Danielle Bresnehan, The Power of Two: Class teachers and EAL teachers working together to 
meet the diverse needs of English language learners in mainstream classrooms – Social Inclusion and Exclusion of Culturally Diverse 
Communities: Strategies and Experiences, August 2008. 
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consultations across the country. It was highlighted that there must be special consideration for 
these children and specialist classes that they can attend. Many TAFE colleges offer a basic 
education program for adults (16 years and over) which could provide a suitable curriculum for 
students needing to build their literacy and numeracy. It was suggested that developing a hybrid 
model of IEC, TAFE and high school provision would enable students to undertake appropriate 
TAFE courses while still in a high school environment. Local educational strategies could be 
developed using the best available resources of TAFE, state, Catholic and independent schools, 
possibly connected to a local IHSS educational planning strategy.  
 
Educational professionals consulted reported that sometimes children are studying hard at school 
but communication between parents and the school needs improvement, and many parents are 
frustrated that they cannot help their children more with homework. An increasing number of 
homework programs are being established. In Western Sydney the St Vincent de Paul’s Society’s 
SPARK program65 is running homework help at schools rather than at community centres in an 
attempt to increase involvement and the support of parents and teachers. This is part of wider and 
coordinated efforts by agencies in NSW to provide services in schools in order to increase the 
likelihood of reaching refugee parents. STARTTS and Newcastle University Students Association 
have a mentoring program linking university students as mentors for high school students of 
refugee background and working with them on homework and recreational activities. Such 
programs could usefully be extended nationally. 
 
A common theme to emerge during consultations was the need for role models in school for young 
people of refugee background, including more teachers from their own community. Currently there 
are trained teachers in, for example, the African community but often they lack Australian teaching 
experience or qualifications. Even after completing teacher training courses they are then required 
by the NSW Department of Education and Training to sit an international English exam before they 
are allowed to teach. It was suggested that the teaching qualifications should be more easily 
transferrable and that schools should make concerted efforts to recruit more teachers from a 
community background. Another suggestion was that when devising new programs for children 
who require specialist help, priority could be given to using teachers from the community with 
overseas qualifications. Recruiting teachers from community backgrounds would also help ensure 
the provision of tuition which is more culturally appropriate. Another way to achieve this would be 
to provide training to teachers in mainstream schools (including potentially as part of teacher 
training degree courses). There are already instances of IEC staff training ESL teachers in Sydney 
on services for young people and issues faced by young refugees. 
 
Recommendation 36 
RCOA recommends that DIAC explore the greater deployment of bilingual aides and 
teaching assistants in the AMEP to assist pre-literate humanitarian entrants with little or no 
English. 
 
Recommendation 37 
RCOA recommends that the delivery of language training should be more flexible to meet 
the particular needs of humanitarian entrants, that greater attention be paid to avoiding 
impediments to education caused by Job Network requirements, and that other necessary 
support for language learning such as access to adequate levels of childcare be ensured 
nationwide. 
 
Recommendation 38 
RCOA recommends that DIAC explore the development of new education strategies for 
refugee children and young people that better reflect their needs, including by investigating 
how existing educational programs offered by schools and TAFE colleges could be adapted 
to meet the learning needs of teenagers with limited prior formal education. 

 

                                                
65 For information on SPARK, see http://www.vinnies.org.au/UserFiles/File/NSW/SPARK%20Info.pdf 
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7.3 Employment and income support 

 
7.3.1 Recognising the particular needs of humanitarian entrants 
 
Obtaining stable, appropriate and fulfilling employment is vital to successful settlement for refugees 
and humanitarian entrants. New arrivals will typically have an expectation that they will be able to 
find employment quickly. This is often because they have been socialised into viewing work as a 
personal obligation to family and community, and a common belief that work is a way in which they 
can express their gratitude, “repay” and contribute positively to the new country in which they have 
been resettled. 
 
Similar to all Australians attempting to secure fairly-remunerated employment, refugees and 
humanitarian migrants are confronting a markedly different domestic employment landscape than 
that which faced previous generations.  These changes include the increasingly precarious nature 
of employment because of growing casualisation of the workforce, the demise of collective 
bargaining, reduced award conditions, and more limited protection against unfair dismissal.  These 
changes have been coupled with a heavier emphasis on compliance and “mutual obligation” in 
income support systems, as well as more restricted and time-limited access to income support.   
 
While it is true that many refugees, especially within the early years of their settlement in Australia, 
face comparatively higher levels of unemployment and underemployment than the general 
Australian population, the general barriers to employment are compounded by the additional 
obstacles refugees face arising as a direct result of their migration experience.  In its February 
2008 Submission to the General Review of Employment Services66, RCOA identified a number of 
these barriers, many of which were repeated during the recent consultations. These include: 

• Limited access to affordable housing proximate to workplaces and not serviced by appropriate 
public transport; 

• Problems having overseas skills, training, qualifications and experience recognised; 

• Delays and difficulties obtaining Australian citizenship, restricting job opportunities; 

• Difficulties obtaining a driver’s licence, narrowing employment opportunities; 

• Overt workplace discrimination on account of refugees’ visible difference;  

• The effects of torture and trauma – for women, the impact of gendered and sexual violence is 
particularly acute;  

• The need to adjust to life in a highly industrialised society after long periods spent in a refugee 
camp;  

• Pressure to manage domestic responsibilities for family members who themselves are trying to 
cope with resettlement; 

• Health problems;  

• Absence of an established ethnic community to draw on for employment opportunities and 
networks;  

• Lack of knowledge of the Australian workplace and employment conditions; and 

• In some cases, a lack of fluent English. 
 
It should be understood that the need of some refugees to find a job can be so acute that they 
have had no choice but to accept employment contracts with working conditions bordering on 
exploitation.  Like other marginalised groups in the labour market, including young people, older 
Australians whose skills have become redundant, people with mental illness, sole parents, and the 
low-skilled, refugees do not have the bargaining power in the workplace to challenge these 
conditions themselves.  The fear of losing their job is often perceived as outweighing the benefit of 
seeking external sanction, advice or support. Any discussion about improving employment 
outcomes for humanitarian entrants must therefore consider the intersections between, and 
compounded effects of, their particular experiences prior to their arrival in Australia, during 
resettlement and within the domestic labour market. 

                                                
66 RCOA, Submission to the General Review of Employment Services, 14 February 2008. 
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7.3.2 Employment levels and profiles of humanitarian entrants 
 
Data and qualitative evidence suggest that employment levels are lower for newly arrived refugees 
and migrants than for other Australians. For example, a DIAC study found that 16-17 months 
following arrival 43% of humanitarian entrants were still unemployed.67 In the November 2004 ABS 
survey of migrant employment, the unemployment rate for refugees and SHP entrants was 10.5% 
compared with 5.2% for the general Australian population over the same period.  Unemployment 
among refugee communities is also higher than that of other migrant populations.68 Indeed, during 
consultations this year it was reported, particularly in regional areas of NSW, that refugee job 
seekers are increasingly having to compete with 457 visa holders from countries such as the 
Philippines, Brazil and Vietnam.  
 
At consultations this year it was emphasised that humanitarian entrants continue to be 
concentrated in low-skilled, low-paid occupations characterised by poor conditions and lack of job 
security. In Newcastle, for example, it was reported that humanitarian entrants in the Hunter region 
and northern NSW are typically being employed in unskilled jobs such as security, chicken 
processing, cleaning, aged care and motel cleaning. While the pressures many refugees feel to 
work (combined with their obligations under income support programs) mean that they are 
frequently prepared to settle for such sub-standard jobs when they first arrive, there is 
understandably a high level of frustration experienced if they continue to be stuck in inappropriate 
and unfulfilling employment longer-term. Particular disillusionment was reported at consultations by 
humanitarian entrants finding themselves in this situation despite having overseas medical or 
teaching qualifications. 
 
As highlighted in last year’s submission, there are a number of recent studies which back up 
reports by refugees that they continue to suffer substantial occupational downward mobility and 
loss of occupational status, even many years after arriving in Australia.  Colic-Peisker and Tilbury’s 
report indicates that as many as 49.3% of refugees in their sample were employed in occupations 
below their skill level.69  This is further illustrated by anecdotal everyday evidence of meeting 
refugees who were doctors, lawyers, higher education teachers and engineers but who are now 
working as cleaners, taxi drivers, security guards and supermarket trolley-pushers. There are a 
number of reasons why refugees are concentrated in low-paid work with poor conditions well below 
their capabilities. These factors include a historic low in the preparedness of Australian-born 
individuals to take certain types of employment, combined with a perception among part of the 
population that refugees are only here due to Australia’s ‘generosity’ and therefore should be 
available for unattractive jobs where labour shortages are acute.  Equally, refugees often cannot 
afford to wait until the best job for them becomes available due to pressure to support family 
members in Australia and/or overseas. It also should be recognised that the capacity for refugees 
to leave low-paid or low-skilled jobs decreases the longer refugees remain in those industries, due 
to loss of original skills, and missed opportunities for networking and career progression.  There 
also remains an under-addressed and significant problem with the recognition of foreign 
qualifications and experience (see 7.3.4). 
 
This evidence continues to demonstrate a growing risk of refugees and humanitarian entrants 
forming an underclass of workers in the Australian labour force and within broader Australian 
society.  However, refugees and humanitarian entrants need not become trapped in cycles of low-
paid employment, in occupations far below their qualifications and with poor working conditions.  At 
consultations in a number of regions it was argued that many of the current barriers faced by 
refugees could be overcome through improvement in the provision of employment services, better 

                                                
67 Figures referred to in AMES, Review of Employment Services, February 2008. 
68 ABS Catalogue #6250.0 – Labour Force Status and other Characteristics of Migrants, Nov 2004, 
http://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/ausstats/subscriber.nsf/0/36AB353BBC586B55CA257022007638F9/$File/62500_nov%202004.pdf ; ABS 
Catalogue #6202.0 - Labour Force, Australia, Nov 2004, 
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/allprimarymainfeatures/2EB4BD8357CFA7C1CA256F8700728FE6?opendocument 
69 Val Colic-Peisker and Farida Tilbury. Refugees and Employment: The Effect of Visible Difference on Discrimination.  Final Report. Western 
Australia: Murdoch University, 2007, page 12. 
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targeting of existing resources, restoration of former funding of employment services, support for 
community initiatives and greater responsiveness to refugee community needs.   
 
7.3.3 Employment services for refugees and humanitarian entrants 
 
The Federal Department of Education, Employment, and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) recently 
opened tenders for 2009-12 for the new Employment Services model, introduced following a 
General Review of Employment Services during 2008. RCOA submitted a detailed submission to 
this review70 and welcomed it as very timely and relevant to wider consideration of how to create 
better pathways to employment for humanitarian entrants, including adopting and expanding best 
practice from existing community solutions. RCOA commends the openness of the Australian 
Government to recognising and trying to meet the challenge of assisting humanitarian entrants into 
employment, and its commitment to finding new and innovative solutions, including through a more 
concerted and ‘whole of government’ approach. RCOA welcomes the aim of the new Employment 
Services Model (to commence in July 2009): to “provide the right mix of training, work experiences 
and interventions to help job seekers, particularly the disadvantaged, find suitable employment”71. 
However, the manner in which this is implemented will be crucial, and it is too early to assess 
whether the new model will adequately address the particular problems facing humanitarian 
entrants which have been repeatedly raised by RCOA over the years. 
 
Under the new model in most cases an initial interview with Centrelink will determine which of four 
streams is most suitable for a particular jobseeker (ranging from stream 1 for those most work 
ready to stream 4 for job seekers with severe barriers to employment). All streams will have a work 
experience phase, and providers will prepare an individualised Employment Pathways Plan (EPP) 
for each jobseeker, the activities and interventions under which will be supported by funding from 
the Employment Pathway Fund (EPF).  The emphasis on individually tailored interventions and the 
provision of work experience should have an especially positive impact if implemented 
appropriately. A welcome component of the model is a new $41 million Innovation Fund72 to boost 
services for disadvantaged job seekers. This new fund is designed to trial new solutions and fresh 
thinking, including through developing stronger partnerships between employment services and 
other relevant organisations (e.g. health providers, schools, community organisations, local 
government, other services etc) and identifying ways to link disadvantaged job seekers with areas 
of skills shortage as well as establishing new social enterprises.  
 
Service providers working with humanitarian entrants have generally responded positively to the 
broad direction of the new changes, while highlighting some issues and concerns.73 A general 
perception is that the new framework for employment services certainly increases the flexibility and 
opportunity to work with and develop the foundations for each individual client so that they can 
work towards achieving sustainable and suitable employment. However, the main sticking points 
will be whether those clients that need the most intensive level of service are able to access these 
services (as determined by Government through their Job Seeker Classification Instrument) and 
that the funding proves sufficient to enable comprehensive services to be provided to those most in 
need.  It must be recognised that humanitarian entrants may require more frequent and longer 
contact with providers where there are language or other problems that make communication more 
difficult, and this needs to be properly reflected in contracts. It will also be critical that additional 
barriers confronting humanitarian entrants are properly recognised in the initial streaming decision, 
and that there is provision for flexible processes for moving between streams. Providers will need 
to be innovative and flexible in meeting the particular needs of humanitarian entrants and to focus 
on achieving individually appropriate outcomes. This will need to be closely monitored in practice. 
 
It is to be commended that steps have already been taken to try to ensure that job seekers 
participating in approved training are no longer forced to accept work that would interfere with this, 

                                                
70 RCOA, Submission to the General Review of Employment Services, 14 February 2008. 
71 Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations Request for Tender for Employment Services 2009-12. 
72 Further information can be found at http://www.deewr.gov.au/Ministers/OConnor/Media/Releases/Pages/Article_081209_080454.aspx  
73 See for example AMES, The Future of Employment Services, June 2008. 
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and that the LLNP has already been recognised as approved training. However, confirmation is still 
required that the AMEP qualifies as approved training. In relation to the Innovation Fund, clarity is 
still sought concerning the precise role of the panel, and questions remain about how to ensure its 
appropriate composition (specifically that it includes sufficient providers with developed expertise in 
assisting humanitarian entrants), as well as a remaining perception that these funds should be 
administered progressively to allow time for innovative thinking to be developed. Also welcome is 
the increased focus by the new Employment Services model on the evaluation of the performance 
of providers under contracts, particularly regarding success and innovation in assisting category 4 
disadvantaged job seekers into employment. 
  

RCOA has long advocated that the ‘one size fits all’ approach under the old system did not 
adequately serve the needs of humanitarian entrants so the recognition of this fact by the 
Australian Government in setting in motion a new approach is very much to be applauded. RCOA 
awaits with interest the results of changes under the new employment services model once 
implemented. At that stage it will be possible to provide more detailed analysis of impact on the 
ground. Equally, RCOA has already provided a more in-depth and historical analysis of 
employment issues faced by refugees in its intake submission last year, which is not reiterated in 
this document. Therefore the sections below will concentrate on highlighting recurrent areas of 
concern under current (soon to be changed) arrangements, as well as seeking to identify existing 
models of good practice or new thinking raised during consultations that remain relevant to the 
implementation of the new Employment Services model, or to wider consideration of how to best 
achieve successful employment pathways for humanitarian entrants. 
 
Since the establishment of the Job Network (JN) in 1998 (and the move away from migrant-specific 
employment service providers) RCOA has repeatedly reported refugees’ criticisms of the services 
provided by the JN. Many of these criticisms were again raised during this year’s consultations. 
Refugees continued to perceive a lack of appreciation of their particular needs and their 
employment histories, as well as inadequate emphasis on finding work that is appropriate to their 
skill levels, interest and experience.  It was suggested that the primary focus for JN providers is 
placing clients in work (and this is the measure by which they are remunerated) and thus too often 
there is insufficient regard to whether or not that work is sustainable or represents a step along the 
path towards longer-term job prospects. Many felt that there was a lack of understanding of the 
abilities of refugees. Several refugees were frustrated by the lack of differentiation in the services 
that they were able to access through their JN provider. It is felt that these services are developed 
primarily for Australian-born job seekers and are thus inappropriate to be applied without 
modification to the situation of refugees and humanitarian entrants looking for work.  Some of the 
services provided, such as the use of computer job kiosks, require computer skills that may be 
outside of refugees’ experience. Support in the use of this technology is not available from JN staff.  
Refugees wanted assistance that had a longer time horizon for employment pathways, and support 
for upgrading or transferring skills and qualifications.  In general, systems were reported to be 
overly complex, difficult to access and overwhelming. 
 
Another issue raised relates to JN providers refusing to use interpreters. There was also a 
perception among some refugees that there is too much focus by JN providers on training courses 
(which can be undertaken regularly without positive result) when attention could better be targeted 
on helping refugees get work experience, even if initially only for short periods, as this is what 
employers require. The increased focus on work experience under the new Employment Services 
model is welcome in this respect. A recurring theme in the consultations was the fact that there are 
flexible options within existing JN programs (e.g. Productivity Program Places courses or work 
programs with 90% of wages for the first 13 weeks covered) but this is not always known within the 
community. This can result in individuals approaching volunteer groups for funding for courses 
which in fact may already be available through JN. This points to a need for enhanced promotion of 
existing JN services provided.  
 
Particular concern was once again expressed about the adverse impact of current JN requirements 
on refugees’ capacity to attend English classes. Several refugees reported pressure from their JN 
provider to exit AMEP before the completion of their allotted English classes in order to take up 
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employment.  Because compliance with JN requirements is a condition of receiving Centrelink 
support, but attendance at AMEP is voluntary, refugees feel that they have no choice but to adhere 
to JN demands, even if doing so may compromise their longer term settlement outcomes. In 
reporting this, however, RCOA again acknowledges and welcomes the fact that there is already 
increasing recognition by Government of this problem. 
 
The concerns raised above serve to highlight how important it is that directions under the new 
employment services model are implemented in a manner that effectively addresses these 
problems. These systemic concerns have been repeated over many years so it is very much to be 
hoped that they are addressed in the changes planned for 2009. The government’s welcome 
appetite for reform also provides a chance to reflect on and incorporate existing or past good 
practice models. During consultations a number of calls were made to revisit some of the old 
models which have disappeared. One example given was the Specialist Migrant Placement 
Program abolished by the NSW Government in the past decade. 
 
As reported last year, difficulties encountered by refugees and humanitarian entrants in obtaining 
the assistance they require from mainstream agencies has led refugee community groups and 
settlement service providers to develop their own initiatives to better respond to these needs.  
However, because of the emphasis on mainstreaming, very few of these programs are funded by 
DIAC.  Nevertheless, they provide some good practical models for alternatives or supplements to 
the general services already on offer, or as part of new and innovative partnerships mooted as part 
of wider reform of the current system. These include several initiatives highlighted in last year’s 
submission. 

• Skilled migrant placement programs.  One Migrant Resource Centre in NSW has obtained 
SGP funding to employ a skilled migrant placement officer to provide targeted assistance to 
skilled migrants to enable them to upgrade their skills, gain skills recognition, and tap into 
appropriate job markets. 

• Employer education programs.  Migrant Resource Centres and some Legal Aid offices are 
providing training to employers on the refugee experience and obligations under anti-
discrimination legislation, in an effort to encourage employers to avoid discriminatory 
employment practices. Successful programs have also been run educating employers about 
the benefits of hiring humanitarian entrants who, following appropriate induction and training, 
typically have levels of commitment that will improve productivity and reduce staff turnover. 

• Professional mentoring programs.  These link members of the general Australian community 
with refugees to provide them with direct assistance to find appropriate employment. 

• Vocational education programs linked to language skills.  These have proved especially useful 
for women who may be pre-literate and/or have experience working in the informal sector in 
their home countries. 

• A pilot project providing a Personal Services Broker to assist young refugees into employment 
in Fairfield (NSW) and Broadmeadows (Victoria). The Personal Services Broker will consult 
with relevant local service providers to 1) provide personal assessment of the individual 
barriers faced; 2) develop a personal participation plan; and 3) broker the necessary 
services/interventions in order to achieve the agreed outcomes within the plan. 

• Programs that combine basic training in trade skills (e.g. carpentry, plumbing, metalwork) with 
job placement and post-placement support.  

 
During consultations it was also suggested that attention could be focused on exploring the 
possibility of developing a refugee employment strategy on a regional basis, making the best use 
of available resources and connected to IHSS services. It was also advocated that there should be 
more structured and thorough evaluation of current divergences in the success of different JN 
providers in meeting humanitarian and migrant needs. This could enable Centrelink to be more 
selective when making future referrals, and to help ensure that these be directed to JN providers 
with a proven track record (including successful partnerships with the community sector) rather 
than those repeatedly shown to be failing to meet the needs of humanitarian entrants or other 
disadvantaged groups. 
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There was support for programs which help address employment outcomes while English 
language proficiency is still being developed (often a 2-3 year process). For example, AMES 
Victoria is currently working with job seekers from Burma who are recently arrived.74 Since 2006, 
approximately 1,500 refugees from Burma have settled in Victoria.  This trend is expected to 
continue in the short term.  Many of these refugees have limited English. Balanced with this they 
have high levels of motivation, determination and resilience. What AMES has done is: 

• identify the needs of local employers; 

• work closely with the refugee community to assist them in identifying matching skills, 
aspirations and people; and 

• provide support for the employers.  
 
In Werribee AMES is working with large market gardeners who require vegetable pickers. These 
growers had a labour shortage but were initially reluctant to employ members of the Burmese 
community, perceiving them to be inexperienced and lacking sufficient English.  The community 
from Burma had many members who came from rural and farming backgrounds.  Key elements 
included AMES: 

• Acting as a broker and arranging some casual work in the local market gardens; 

• Organising an employment liaison person from the Burmese community to work with the 
employers and support workers who have very limited English on the job; and 

• Providing first language training in Occupational Health and Safety for workers before starting 
their jobs. 

 
Another initiative of note developed by AMES is the Community Guides Initiative.75 Community 
Guides are employed in order to: 

1. Assist refugees in their early settlement to become linked to broader community and 
mainstream networks by providing Community Guides who speak the refugee’s first language, 
are culturally matched to the refugee and who share the refugee experience. 

2. To provide employment opportunities for refugee community members who become 
Community Guides. 

 
To date approximately 140 people from refugee backgrounds have worked as Community Guides 
to assist more recent arrivals from the same country background or first language to navigate and 
settle into Victoria.  Their work demonstrates the value of their first language and their cultural 
backgrounds and skills in explaining concepts and details which can be complex and foreign.  
About 100 have gone on to gain more secure employment that values their skills and resources.  
Building on existing skills, rather than matching skilled individuals to any available vacancy, has 
clearly paid dividends for these individuals and their employers. 
 
7.3.4 Non-recognition of overseas qualifications and other barriers to employment 
 
Some of the persistent challenges that compromise the capacity of refugees to obtain and maintain 
suitable employment include difficulties in getting overseas training and qualifications recognised. 
A significant proportion of the refugee and humanitarian entrant population were occupationally 
well-established before arriving in Australia.  Many of these individuals hold tertiary qualifications 
and/or have many years experience in specialist vocations.  However, as mentioned above, 
refugees continue to experience downward occupational mobility due to structures that prevent 
qualifications and experience from being recognised.   
 
For example, at present professional recognition bodies are more likely to recognise qualifications 
from Europe and Oceania and not from developing countries. Furthermore, there are currently 
prohibitive costs for bridging courses and supplementary examinations.  Many humanitarian 
entrants could have their qualifications recognised through a simple completion of additional 
courses or examinations, but the cost of undertaking these processes can be too expensive for 

                                                
74 AMES, Review of Employment Services, February 2008. 
75 Ibid. 
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new entrants coping with other financial burdens.  Often upgrading qualifications is delayed 
because pressing and current financial needs leave no option but to enter the low-skilled labour 
market, from which many refugees never re-emerge. During consultations this year it was 
questioned why JN providers are not more involved in supporting the skills recognition process. It 
is hoped that approaches under the new Employment Services model will provide impetus to help 
address this problem. As part of these new approaches, RCOA believes that humanitarian entrants 
with recognised qualifications or skills should be allowed an appropriate length of time after arriving 
in Australia to seek employment that enables them to use their skills in the relevant field. They 
should also be provided with appropriate support to achieve this. Research has shown that it takes 
time for these clients to adjust to the nature of the Australian workforce and to develop realistic 
employment aims. Improved approaches will help ensure that migrants and refugees do not end up 
in low-skilled and low-paid job cycles (which also represents a loss to the Australian economy). 
 
Perhaps the single biggest obstacle to humanitarian entrants accessing appropriate employment is 
the failure of many Australian employers to recognise overseas experience.  Refugees are placed 
in a situation where they are required to demonstrate Australian workplace experience before 
being considered eligible for employment, but are unable to obtain the jobs that will provide them 
with that experience.  One possible solution for this would be recognition and crediting of overseas 
employment experience.  There also needs to be more employer education to ensure a better 
understanding of the assets and capabilities of refugees. Additional incentives need to be provided 
to employers who hire refugees and humanitarian entrants. Without this education and awareness-
raising among employers, efforts to improve skills recognition or training will be in vain. 
 
The impact of discrimination by some employers against job applicants with refugee backgrounds 
needs to be recognised.  Overt workplace discrimination continues as a profound barrier to 
refugees and humanitarian entrants accessing employment.  Refugees across the country 
recounted stories of discrimination. For example, employers insisting that they could not employ 
women who wear the hijab who, despite their qualifications, experience and communication skills, 
would not be “viewed favourably” by customers or clients. There were reports of immediate 
dismissal of applications upon sight or during a telephone conversation, indicating discrimination 
on the basis of visible difference or accent. There also continues to be an erroneous perception 
among some employers that refugees from Africa for whom English is a primary language could 
not be understood. In Perth, it was reported that nursing homes were reluctant to employ 
Australian-qualified refugee women from Africa with refugee backgrounds because some residents 
were not prepared to be cared for by black women. 
 
Possession of Australian citizenship is a pre-requisite for most positions in the Australian Public 
Service, including bilingual client service officers in Centrelink.76 The duration of permanent 
residency required to be eligible for citizenship was extended in 2007, thus prolonging the time in 
which refugees are ineligible to apply for a range of occupations.  The introduction of the Australian 
Citizenship Test in October 2007, combined with an increase in the application fee, has also 
dramatically reduced the numbers of migrants who are applying for citizenship.  RCOA, settlement 
agencies and refugees have pointed out that the way in which the citizenship test operates 
discriminates against refugees and humanitarian migrants, who have not been granted an 
exemption under the legislation, and thus are faced with an additional barrier to accessing 
employment opportunities77. See 7.8 for further discussion of the citizenship test. 
 
While providing more opportunities for vocational training are important, greater emphasis also 
needs to be placed on developing strategies to overcome the barriers outlined above.  For skilled 
refugees in particular, this is likely to be a cost-effective way of helping ensure both a higher 
degree of occupational matching and filling some skill shortages in the Australian job market.  
 

                                                
76 By contrast, state public service positions are generally open both to Australian citizens and permanent residents. 
77 Refugee Council of Australia. Submission to the Senate Legal and Constitutional Affairs Committee inquiry into the Citizenship Amendment 
(Citizenship Testing) Bill, 2007. 
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7.3.5 Obtaining a driving licence 
 
At every consultation, without exception, the importance of humanitarian entrants being able to 
obtain a driving licence was emphasised as one of the main factors in successfully securing 
employment. This has become increasingly significant as rising housing costs force refugees to 
live further away from employment opportunities. In rural areas in particular, it was reported that 
without a driving licence it is almost impossible to obtain employment. These problems are 
compounded by the fact that requirements for obtaining a licence are becoming increasingly tough 
and expensive to meet. Without access to a car and free lessons, the cost of obtaining a licence is 
thus becoming so prohibitive for refugees and humanitarian entrants that some risk driving illegally. 
Again this trend was most noted in rural areas.  
 
Often the types of occupations in which refugees are being employed (e.g. factory shift work) 
require their attendance at workplaces at times when it is impossible to access public transport. 
Furthermore, many refugees live in locations serviced only by private bus companies whose fares 
are far higher than their public counterparts.  Public transport is thus not only inefficient for 
refugees but can take up a significant proportion of their income. Recognition of the difficulties of 
obtaining a driving licence and limitations in public transport are important considerations for 
policy-makers to bear in mind when addressing current housing issues (see 7.1). There are some 
examples of SGP-funded projects which have successfully supported humanitarian entrants to 
obtain driving licences, and this type of project needs to be encouraged in future grant rounds. 
During its consultations RCOA also encountered examples of individual community volunteers 
supporting refugees to obtain a driving licence. In one case, a volunteer in regional NSW 
accompanied a refugee learner driver for all 120 of the required supervised hours. However, a 
more concerted national strategy is required as well as more research on effective local 
approaches to driver training which could be replicated. 
 
7.3.6 Income support 
 
Despite a general and culturally-ingrained desire to work, the challenges to obtaining employment 
outlined above mean that a number of refugees are forced, at some time during their settlement 
process, to rely on income support payments received through Centrelink, for themselves and their 
families.  Centrelink has continued to improve its responsiveness to the needs of refugees, 
particularly during their initial period of settlement in Australia.  Centrelink’s improved support of 
refugees includes the provision of special assistance payments for refugees and humanitarian 
entrants in recognition of the additional financial needs that refugees may have immediately after 
their arrival in Australia.   
 
After the immediate post-arrival period, if humanitarian entrants are assessed as having the 
capacity to engage in paid work, then as part of their “mutual obligation” requirements refugees 
must attend regular interviews with Centrelink staff, attend job training programs, apply for 10 jobs 
each fortnight, and otherwise adhere to Centrelink requirements in a specific manner within 
specified timelines which cannot be waived.  The consequences of non-adherence or “breaching” 
are severe and involve partial or full loss of income support payments for between two and eight 
weeks.  The impacts of the breaching regime on people whose only income is derived from 
Centrelink can include destitution, resort to criminal activity and homelessness.78 The potential 
impact of breaching on refugees and humanitarian entrants compared to other groups is arguably 
greater for a variety of reasons.   
 
During this year’s consultations it was reported that Centrelink continues to produce heavy-handed 
computer-generated letters which threaten to cut benefits in the event of non-compliance. This in 
itself can cause real fear among refugee clients but is exacerbated by the fact that letters are sent 
in English. Although translation services are available, this is not always known to the refugee 

                                                
78 See, for instance, Sue Lackner and Greg Marston.  System Error: An Analysis of Centrelink Penalties and Job Network Participation Reports.  
Melbourne: Centre for Applied Social Research, RMIT, 2007; National Welfare Rights Network and ACOSS.Doling out Punishment: The Rise and 
Rise of Social Security Penalties. Sydney: ACOSS Info 220, ACOSS, 2000; The Salvation Army Southern Territory.Stepping into the Breach: A 
Report on Centrelink Breaching and Emergency Relief. Victoria: The Salvation Army, 2001. 
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receiving the letters. Often the consequences of failing to comply with Centrelink requirements are 
not understood and are found out only after the penalty has been imposed. Refugees who 
experience difficulties complying with Centrelink requirements due to mental or physical health 
problems and family obligations are penalised for their disadvantage.  Many refugees consulted 
referred to a lack of understanding and flexibility on the part of Centrelink staff that the challenges 
of resettlement, and the consequences of their migration experience, may make it more difficult to 
perform activities such as attending particular interviews or remaining in particular forms of 
employment. Generally there is considered to be a lack of flexibility in the imposition of penalties, 
and appeal processes are complicated and difficult for refugees to access.   
 
In view of the above difficulties, RCOA welcomed the opportunity to respond to the Job Capacity 
Assessment (JCA) Review undertaken during 2008. RCOA’s submission sets out a range of issues 
relevant to conducting assessments for refugees and humanitarian entrants.79 The JCA review was 
initiated following questions raised about the efficacy of the JCA procedure in the Government’s 
Social Inclusion Agenda, particularly in view of the fact that this is the tool that determines a 
person’s level of income support and assistance. The outcomes of this review were released on 8 
December 2008 by the Minister for Human Services, Joe Ludwig.80 The review recorded the fact 
that stakeholders consulted had identified problems concerning the complexity and inflexibility of 
current policy and program settings, relating both to JCA and broader income support and 
employment services arrangements which they support. It is to be hoped that the review findings 
will inform a broader strategy to address the particular issues faced by refugees.  
 
Recommendation 39 
RCOA welcomes the broad changes in direction proposed under the new Employment 
Services model, but urges that their implementation be managed and monitored to ensure 
that humanitarian entrants are streamed into support services appropriate to their needs. 
RCOA also advocates that service providers assisting humanitarian entrants should receive 
adequate resources to meet identified needs.  
 
Recommendation 40 
RCOA welcomes the introduction of the Innovation Fund as part of the new Employment 
Services model, but calls on the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace 
Relations (DEEWR) to ensure that the Innovation Fund Panel includes sufficient 
representation of organisations with specialist expertise in assisting refugees and 
humanitarian entrants. 
 
Recommendation 41 
RCOA recommends that DIAC and DEEWR establish a fund to provide subsidies to assist 
humanitarian entrants undertaking bridging courses to have overseas qualifications 
recognised in Australia.  
 
Recommendation 42 
RCOA recommends that, as part of the new Employment Services model, humanitarian 
entrants with recognised overseas qualifications should be granted an appropriate period 
of time following their arrival in Australia to obtain employment appropriate to their skill 
levels.  
 
Recommendation 43 
RCOA recommends that DIAC and DEEWR examine ways to encourage recognition by 
employers of employment experience obtained overseas, including through better 
accreditation processes as well as increased support for awareness-raising and training 
initiatives. 
 

                                                
79 RCOA, Submission to the Review of the Job Capacity Assessment Program, 29 February 2008. 
80 For further information see http://www.humanservices.gov.au/jca/jca-review.html  
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Recommendation 44 
RCOA recommends that the Australian Public Service Commission review the requirement 
that applicants for Federal public service positions be Australian citizens, with a view to 
limiting this provision to positions where there is a sound reason for requiring citizenship. 
 
Recommendation 45 
RCOA recommends that, as a first step towards a national strategy to reduce the additional 
disadvantage faced by humanitarian entrants who do not have drivers’ licences, DIAC 
commission research on current community responses to this issue. 

 
7.7.7.7.4444    HealthHealthHealthHealth    
 
7.4.1 Access to healthcare for refugees and humanitarian entrants 
 
At this year’s consultations it was reported that refugees and humanitarian entrants continue to 
experience difficulties in accessing appropriate healthcare, and that this can be particularly 
problematic in rural and regional areas. In some parts of Australia there are simply not enough 
general practitioners (GPs) available. Access to appropriate healthcare is also affected by the 
apparent reluctance of some medical practitioners to see  refugee clients, or to bulk bill for medical 
services. This often results in GPs who do treat refugees being overwhelmed with demand, with 
consequent burn out. Consultations with refugees and community representatives also identified 
cases of GPs lacking understanding of refugee issues or not providing an appropriate service to 
refugee clients. Complaints voiced by refugees included GPs failing to employ culturally 
appropriate practices, failing to use interpreters in consultations, and on occasions, lacking specific 
knowledge of endemic illnesses in Africa and Asia. Specialists have also been singled out as 
refusing to use interpreters at times. 
 
Refugees and humanitarian entrants face a number of barriers in accessing appropriate health 
care. They may have arrived after protracted periods of time in a refugee camp, and have pre-
existing health conditions. They will need immunisation catch-up so they are vaccinated in 
accordance with the Australian vaccination schedule. They are typically ill-equipped to negotiate 
complex health referral processes, and health is only one part of settlement. They will usually be 
juggling healthcare simultaneously with other early settlement challenges such as securing 
housing, employment/income support and education. Education and income stability 
understandably take priority for many families. Some refugees are not accustomed to appointment 
systems or may not be familiar with the concept of preventative healthcare. They may presume 
pre-departure medical assessment represents a full health check. On a practical level it is difficult 
to keep appointments when there is limited availability of public transport, especially when people 
are unfamiliar with public transport systems. Volunteers and caseworkers are often required to 
expend significant amounts of time assisting entrants to make and keep medical appointments.  
 
There are also multiple issues within systems themselves which act as a barrier to timely and 
complete health assessments for people and families of a refugee background. A health 
assessment may take several visits, and may generate a large number of appointments in families 
if care is not well coordinated. There are multiple issues in organising catch-up immunisation for 
children of different ages. Health assessments in primary care may generate multiple specialist 
referrals, as many of the health issues identified may not be treated in the primary care setting. 
There are issues with linkages and care coordination between primary and specialist services in 
most states and territories. Tuberculosis screening and prevention is often separate to other 
physical health screening which generates still more appointments. In most states and territories 
there is a separation between physical and mental health services. The net effect, even with best 
practice, is a multitude of appointments, and an enormous amount of time for families. It is 
important to remember that around 50% of the humanitarian program intake are children and 
young people, and that families are often large81. This has significant implications for the model of 

                                                
81 According to DIAC, in 2006-07 68% of arrivals were under the age of 26 and about 45% under the age of 16. See pg 8 Department of 
Immigration and Citizenship, New beginnings: Supporting new arrivals on their settlement journey – 2006-07. 2008. 
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health screening and care provided and 1:1 models of care used routinely in the Australian health 
care system may commit families to endless appointments; therefore, consideration should be 
given to family based screening models.  
 
During consultations it was reported that refugees regularly end up in emergency departments due 
to an earlier reluctance or inability to see a GP – particularly a bulk-billing GP - or receive primary 
care. It was suggested that, as part of attempts to address these problems, preventative health 
issues should be included in pre-embarkation and post-arrival orientation. Generally, there needs 
to be more cultural awareness training and education among health professionals about the 
particular needs of refugees and humanitarian entrants and upskilling the health workforce on the 
importance of using professional interpreters. 
 
7.4.2 Comprehensive Health Assessments 
 
For several years, RCOA has advocated for a comprehensive health assessment for all 
humanitarian entrants as soon as possible after arrival. The Australian Society for Infectious 
Diseases and DIAC also recommend a comprehensive health assessment post arrival. In May 
2006 the Australian Government introduced a new Medicare item (MBS 714) for GPs to provide a 
comprehensive health assessment for humanitarian entrants within 12 months of arrival. In 
conjunction with this, the IHSS tender requires IHSS providers to give all entrants the opportunity 
to have a complete physical assessment by a medical practitioner. Participants at this year’s 
consultations reported some improvement in communication and referral systems between 
settlement service and healthcare providers. Attention to improving this situation further should be 
part of efforts to achieve greater inter-sectoral coordination and integration of service providers to 
refugee communities.  
 
However, notwithstanding these improvements for refugee entrants, there are still major issues 
with the access of SHP entrants to comprehensive post arrival health assessments. SHP entrants 
do not have access to full IHSS services and therefore often do not receive assistance in arranging 
a comprehensive health assessment. They face similar issues to refugee entrants in accessing the 
health care system but, while refugee entrants are linked with a health care provider through the 
IHSS system, for SHP entrants the onus is on their proposer to facilitate health care.  
 
There are currently huge divergences between states in the numbers of refugees and humanitarian 
entrants who are able to access post-arrival health checks in practice. For example, during 
consultations it was reported that numbers vary from 20% in Sydney to almost 100% in Newcastle.  
Given the varied and recurring problems identified with access to healthcare for refugees, 
combined with their particular and often complex treatment needs, there is a need for specialist 
refugee health services that are able to deliver consistent and culturally appropriate health 
assessments soon after arrival, as well as systems to better coordinate ongoing care. 
Comprehensive health assessments are important, as serious diseases might not have been 
identified in the pre-departure health assessment and some diseases like malaria might not be 
initially apparent or factors related to migration may precipitate their clinical presentation. It is also 
important to note that children receive only limited health screening as part of their visa medical 
checks, and that the form of pre-departure screening varies according to point of departure. In this 
regard there also needs to be better coordination between pre-departure and post-arrival checks to 
ensure that relevant information is passed on in an appropriate manner which respects patient 
confidentiality. 
 
7.4.3 Ongoing healthcare needs 
 
In consultation with relevant healthcare professionals a number of key areas have been identified 
that require priority attention. The first of these is fully funded catch-up vaccination for all people of 
a refugee background in all States and Territories, so they are vaccinated in accordance with the 
Australian Standard Vaccination Schedule and have equivalent vaccination status as an Australian 
born person of the same age. In particular, it is necessary to address the situation of newly arrived 
families being charged for essential vaccinations where refugee children are older than the 
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suggested age for free immunisations for Australian-born children. This should be addressed in the 
next National Immunisation Strategy.  
 
There is a clear need for improved vaccination procedures, including: 

• National consistency in the funding of catch-up vaccination.  Currently the cost of unfunded 
vaccines may pose a significant barrier to immunisation (particularly for large families). 
Particular priority should be given to hepatitis B vaccination in the first instance. Different 
States/Territories currently have different funding arrangements. A Federally funded initiative 
would have benefits in streamlining immunisation guidelines and providing a basis for program 
development and consistency between States/Territories. 

• Increased funding of interpreter services and vaccine administration costs in local councils and 
other programs providing vaccines (not just the cost of vaccines). 

• Commitment to providing outreach refugee immunisation programs to workplaces and both 
English language and mainstream schools and/or other non-traditional settings. 

• Upskilling of the health workforce in the issues and complexities of catch-up immunisation for 
people of a refugee background.  

• Increased opportunistic screening and vaccination by vaccine providers (Currently many 
opportunities to immunise are being missed, due in part to the initial failure to identify newly 
arrived immigrant patients who may be of refugee background and the complexity of catch-up 
immunisation in multiple family members simultaneously). 

• Establishing a whole of life immunisation register. This would facilitate the monitoring of catch-
up immunisation of this residentially mobile population. Currently the Australian Childhood 
Immunisation Register (ACIR) only records data for children up to age of 7 years.  

• A patient held record. Most people of a refugee background lack prior documentation and post-
settlement handheld records are essential to coordinate vaccination which is currently often 
given at multiple sites.  

 
Other areas identified include the need for: 

• Clear and thoughtful policy development on low Vitamin D as a health issue with clear 
guidelines for screening and treatment. Policy on vitamin D needs to include information on sun 
exposure times in light of concurrent public health messages on skin cancer risk. 

• Evidence-based guidelines on the extent of screening required for latent tuberculosis infection 
in adults and children. 

• Improved access to dental services for both adults and children. 

• Increased availability of certain medications on the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme (PBS). 
Currently some medications for parasitic diseases are not included, such as ivermectin, 
praziquantal and some anti-malarial medications.  This means clients require specialist referral 
for treatment, ultimately increasing the costs to the health care system.  

• Improved adolescent healthcare, including sexual health care. 

• Greater resourcing of the provision of mental healthcare after the first six month period 
(provided through the IHSS), particularly for ‘moderate’ mental health care needs which are not 
prioritised under mainstream provision. Attention to paediatric and adolescent mental health 
issues and access to services. 

• Preparation and distribution of epidemiological data on disease prevalence, access to health 
care and evidence based outcomes of interventions.  

• Increased interstate collaboration and strengthening of links between health providers, DIAC 
and policy and advocacy bodies, with specific representation for children and young people in 
these discussions. 

 
Generally screening needs to be better paired with treatment, and new improved models of care 
identified, including combined models of specialist and primary care (also to achieve greater cost-
effectiveness). Consideration should be given to undertaking a risk benefit and costs benefits 
analysis of screening as well as community consultation on the timing and acceptability of health 
screening. This should be framed in a health promotion model rather than a disease-focused 
strategy in order to minimise the risk of media misrepresentation. 
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7.4.4 The use of interpreters 
 
The problem of doctors failing or refusing to use interpreters was raised at almost every single 
consultation this year, and given the systemic nature of this issue it therefore requires particular 
attention. Research in Victoria revealed that 80% of GPs were not using the Translating and 
Interpreting Service (TIS). Nationally, only 53 TIS requests per day are received from private GPs 
which clearly reflect a tiny fraction of the consultations being conducted with patients who would 
usually require an interpreter. A failure by doctors to use interpreters can cause real risks to patient 
health and has potential legal ramifications for medical practitioners. Consultations identified cases 
of patients being prescribed medication without knowing what it was for, or sometimes even for 
which family member it was intended. It is a welcome development that pharmacists are now 
eligible to use TIS services free of charge following a successful pilot; however, nurses and other 
allied health professionals remain ineligible. 
 
The Refugee Health Improvement Network, convened by NSW Refugee Health, has been 
particularly active in working to try to engage GPs to use interpreting services. A 10 point plan has 
been devised to try to address this issue, including raising the plan with State Medical Practitioner 
Boards. Such initiatives require further impetus at the national level, including exploring the options 
of the introduction of incentives and sanctions. One option would be to offer enhanced Medicare 
payments to GPs and private specialists who use TIS in order to reflect the extra time and 
resources they expend doing so. This is practice in Norway which has far higher rates of interpreter 
use by doctors. Equally, stricter sanctions need to be introduced for doctors who persistently fail to 
use TIS or other interpreting services, including strategies such as referrals to the Healthcare 
Complaints Commission.  
 
There needs to be greater training for health professionals in the use of interpreters as well as 
better promotion among doctors of the availability of TIS as a free service. It is also important that 
TIS is readily accessible to all GPs. At present, GPs’ registration with TIS lapses if they do not use 
the service for a period of three months which has the potential to restrict access. During 
consultations, reference was also made to a lack of translation of hospital letters, brochures and 
other information items. Although these are more commonly translated into major languages such 
as Arabic, they are typically not translated into languages such as Dinka, Karen or Kirindi. These 
recently arrived communities may have greater need for print materials as they typically do not 
have the newspapers or radio programs available to larger communities and rely almost 
exclusively on word of mouth.   Lack of translation of overseas immunisation records was also 
reported as a specific problem. The provision of interpreting and translating services could also be 
improved at the State level, a current successful example of which is the Queensland Health 
Interpreting Service. Consultations also identified a general need for more bilingual health workers 
to build links between communities and health care providers, increase community capacity and to 
provide cultural awareness for the health workforce. 
 
7.4.5 National advocacy and coordination 
 
At present there are significant differences between States in the way healthcare is provided to 
refugees, with variations in the quality, models and availability of services provided. This is 
combined with a failure to coordinate services and approaches, or to routinely share information, 
research findings and examples of good practice or effective models of healthcare. There needs to 
be far better communication between States and Territories. A useful starting point would be the 
establishment of a National Refugee Health Database and a National Refugee Health Research 
Network. Given the public policy benefit of such initiatives, RCOA believes that the Federal 
Government should make resources available to maintain them, including through funding the 
creation of a national coordinator post. This was one of the key recommendations to come out of 
the recent Queensland Integrated Refugee Health Clinic (QIRCH) National Refugee Primary 
Health Care Conference in Brisbane on 27-28 November 2008, bringing together health 
professionals from across the country. 
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There is a need to develop a comprehensive refugee health strategy exploring and addressing a 
range of issues including: 

• The introduction of a standardised voluntary screening tool for all patients from a refugee 
background. 

• Access to essential medication under the PBS. 

• Better coordination of services, which is likely to require different models in different settings. 

• Access to specialist services through the establishment of dedicated refugee clinics or ‘one-
stop shops’ with minimum amount of duplication and appointments. 

• Improved training on refugee-specific health issues. 

• Improved collection of research and data to inform practice. 
 

Through the development of a comprehensive strategy, solutions can be found for recurring health 
problems faced by refugees, which in turn facilitate successful integration and settlement. 
 
Recommendation 46 
RCOA recommends: 

• That the Australian Government work with states and healthcare providers, drawing on 
existing best practice, to develop specialist refugee health services able to deliver 
consistent and culturally appropriate health assessments soon after arrival, as well as 
systems to better coordinate ongoing care. Such strategies could include the 
establishment of more Refugee Health Clinics with interpreters on site in order to 
address the specific needs of refugees. 

• That national benchmarks be established for health service provision for newly arrived 
refugees and humanitarian entrants, including the development of a standardised health 
screening tool and full immunisation services. 

• That DIAC work collaboratively with all IHSS service providers to ensure a minimum 
level of health support for all humanitarian entrants, both refugee and special 
humanitarian entrants, including a comprehensive health assessment on arrival and 
appropriate recording of existing health conditions identified during pre-departure 
health checks.  

 
Recommendation 47 
RCOA recommends that urgent steps be taken to facilitate the greater use of Translating 
and Interpreting Services (TIS) by General Practitioners, specialists and other health 
professionals through training and awareness-raising, as well as the introduction of 
financial incentives and appropriate sanctions. 
 
Recommendation 48 
RCOA recommends that a National Refugee Health Database and National Refugee Health 
Network be established and coordinated with Federal Government funding in order to share 
research data, information and models of best practice between States and Territories. 

 
7.7.7.7.5555    Family issuesFamily issuesFamily issuesFamily issues    
 
During this year’s consultations a number of issues were raised concerning the way in which the 
settlement process can impact on relationships within some refugee families. Power dynamics in 
the family can change dramatically during resettlement. Refugee men can feel disempowered, 
particularly if they move from a situation where they had full responsibility for their family and a 
degree of power within their local community to one where they struggle to find work or to speak 
the language, and have few social networks. In contrast, women typically may not experience the 
same loss of power but often have continuity of occupation through their role as family carer. 
Parenting may also become more difficult in a new environment. Children tend to learn English 
more quickly than their parents, they mix with other children who have different values and 
traditions and they tend to integrate into the new society much more quickly. Previous methods for 
disciplining children may be ineffective or inappropriate in the Australian context. Generational 
conflict may arise. 
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As a result the strain on families can be quite profound. In some cases it leads to domestic 
violence, family breakdown and child protection concerns. Many refugee families do not 
understand Australian laws and are confused and dismayed when the police or social services 
departments interfere in what they see as a family problem. In the absence of traditional support 
structures and processes, problems within families can deteriorate to the point of police 
involvement or child safety interventions.  At this year’s consultations real and visible frustration 
was expressed by refugees and community representatives by what they perceived as heavy-
handed and culturally insensitive behaviour by police or other officials, especially in relation to child 
safety interventions. It was suggested that child protection officials should receive more cultural-
awareness training; also that intervention procedures should build in more dialogue prior to 
enforcement action, including through involving community leaders and elders. Where possible, 
official procedures should have the flexibility to incorporate some of the traditional processes of the 
communities involved. It was emphasised that police and child protection officers should be mindful 
of the distress caused to families, if having fought through terrible conditions to protect their 
children and bring them to safety in Australia, their children are subsequently taken away from 
them and placed in care. 
  
It was recognised that part of the solution is better education of families about Australian law, 
particularly in relation to domestic violence and child protection and the provision of training on 
alternative parenting strategies. It was emphasised that humanitarian entrants need to be given 
early warning of the difficulties they may face as a family. They need to understand the role of the 
police and government in the Australian context, but also need support and understanding to help 
them negotiate their way through this difficult stage of settlement. A three pronged approach is 
required: 
 

1. Create a stronger preventative focus through: 

a. The inclusion of information in relation to parenting and education, and legal issues around 
child protection and family and domestic violence to families during information sessions at 
the point of embarkation; 

b. Provision of follow-up information and education sessions (as per point 1a) immediately 
after arrival in Australia, particularly to those families from new and emerging communities, 
these latter sessions to be delivered in collaboration with relevant State Government 
agencies; 

c. Provision of culturally appropriate treatment and support services that take into account 
language and cultural barriers. 

 

2. Better collaboration between services providing assistance to people from new and emerging 
communities: 

a. Improved collaboration between services in relation to work with CALD clients, particularly 
between Federal and State Government agencies – e.g. Centrelink, Medicare and DIAC – 
in order to improve services to newly arrived humanitarian entrants; 

b. Ensuring appropriate funding of treatment and family support services for people from new 
and emerging communities.  This should take into account the often high level of needs of 
this cohort and their long term therapeutic needs; 

c. Ensuring the timely, thorough and regular reviews on the effectiveness of services provided 
to refugee children and their families; 

d. Provision of culturally appropriate family and domestic violence services to CALD families, 
in particular ensuring that perpetrators are provided with appropriate child focused 
treatment and support services that address language and cultural issues and barriers; 

e. Ensuring that relevant State government departments – e.g. health, police, child protection, 
education – are provided adequate and early information about the number of humanitarian 
entrants settling into their geographical areas; and, 

f. Improving CALD data collection at state and national levels regarding child protection 
notifications and domestic violence interventions, to assist in the better targeting of 
services. 
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3. Attracting and retaining the right workforce: 

a. Ensuring that government and non-government services employ staff that ‘fit’ the 
population profile of their geographical areas.  By way of example, a service provider in an 
area where there is a large population of recently settled refugees of African background 
develops a strategy to employ workers from relevant communities of interest in order to 
better meet their service delivery needs. 

 
Recommendation 49 
RCOA recommends  

• That DIAC and the Department of Family, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous 
Affairs (FaHCSIA) increase funding for projects which address the support needs of 
recently arrived humanitarian entrant families. 

• That guidance on where to get help with family problems as well as greater information 
about the Australian legal system, including the role of police and government 
authorities, be included in on-arrival orientation for humanitarian entrants. 

• That police and child protection authorities increase cultural awareness training for 
frontline staff and engage community leaders in dialogue about how to conduct 
interventions in a more culturally sensitive manner. 

 
7.7.7.7.6666    Community relationCommunity relationCommunity relationCommunity relationssss    
 
RCOA has for some time argued that there needs to be a targeted approach to community 
relations prior to directly settling refugees in a particular area. Negative publicity and unhelpful and 
inaccurate portrayals of refugees in the media have contributed to tension within communities in 
some areas of Australia. In order to tackle discrimination and racism against refugees, there needs 
to be concerted efforts to convey positive images of refugees and promote public understanding of 
the humanitarian program and the refugee experience. Greater support is needed for capacity 
building within refugee communities to enhance community advocacy and leadership. It was 
suggested that settlement agencies and community organisations should work to develop 
community education initiatives under the national social inclusion agenda. 
 
Once again, consultations this year revealed a number of disturbing reports of racism. In 
Tasmania, police responded to a fight in a nightclub between African-born and Australian-born 
young men by asking all black men in the nightclub to leave, including individuals who had no 
connection with the fight. In another incident, a Hobart bus driver told a black passenger to allow a 
white passenger to get on the bus first. A pattern of Afghan girls receiving negative comments for 
wearing the hijab was reported in Canberra and Sydney. There was a perception among 
community members in some parts of the country that the police do not properly investigate 
complaints by black people, and therefore that there was a reluctance to report crime. In the 
Northern Territory, it was reported that success had been achieved through providing cultural 
awareness training to the police. Appropriate statistics are also vital to informed public discussion.  
In Tasmania, the police fail to keep crime statistics on people born outside the UK, USA and 
Europe (all other countries reported in an ‘other’ category) which makes it difficult to inform policy 
or provide statistics on the number of refugees affected by crime. 
 
Recommendation 50 
RCOA recommends that the Australian Government pay greater attention to developing 
public education programs focused on promoting positive images of refugees and on 
helping the Australian public understand the role of the offshore humanitarian program and 
the backgrounds of the refugees who have come to Australia.   
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7.7.7.7.7777    Availability of interpretersAvailability of interpretersAvailability of interpretersAvailability of interpreters    
 
A shortage of interpreters in certain languages is a major impediment to refugees accessing 
settlement services or engaging with other mainstream agencies.82 Particular problems relating to 
the availability of interpreters in healthcare provision are covered in detail in 7.4.4. Generally there 
continues to be a heavy reliance on friends or family members interpreting, creating significant 
issues of confidentiality. Particular concern was raised about the police sometimes failing to use 
qualified interpreters, or skilled interpreters not being available in legal proceedings. The limited 
availability of interpreters is particularly a major issue in rural and regional areas. 
 
Consultation participants identified interpreter shortages for Mauritanian, Dhoni and Rohingya 
refugees. It was reported that often there can be a ‘lag’ in interpreter availability for new or 
emerging communities. Given the serious challenges this poses it was suggested that where 
necessary DIAC should source or recruit interpreters (both genders) to be employed in all states 
where settlement from that community is scheduled to take place. In cases where there has been 
little previous migration by certain language groups, there may need to be procedures to ensure 
that interpreters can be accessed quickly. The use of international interpreting services is an option 
in exceptional cases. As part of efforts to reduce shortages, interpreting should be encouraged as 
an employment pathway for refugees, including through greater support for accreditation and 
training. There is also a need for greater training of interpreters and the provision of bilingual 
settlement workers. 
 
Recommendation 51 
RCOA recommends that DIAC prepare a plan which includes strategies to ensure that all 
humanitarian entrants, including new and emerging communities, have access to 
appropriate interpreter services following arrival in Australia. 

 
7.7.7.7.8 8 8 8 CitizenshipCitizenshipCitizenshipCitizenship    
 
During 2008, RCOA participated in the review of the Australian citizenship test, making a written 
submission and participating in hearings of the Australian Citizenship Test Review Committee.  In 
our submission and in our comments to the committee, we reiterated the concerns we raised prior 
to and after the 2007 introduction of the citizenship test about the obstacles placed in the path of 
refugee and humanitarian entrants seeking Australian citizenship.  Our key concerns were: 

• the risk that citizenship testing would operate in an exclusionary manner, create barriers to 
civic participation and undermine the establishment of a cohesive Australian community; 

• the lack of proportionality between the new testing regime and the socio-political aims it was 
attempting to achieve; 

• the inappropriateness of using a multiple-choice test to ascertain commitment to Australia and 
knowledge of civic rights and responsibilities; 

• the discriminatory impact for refugees and humanitarian migrants whose migration experiences 
of torture, trauma, protracted displacement and pre-literacy compromise their capacity to 
undertake a computer-based citizenship test; 

• formulation of English testing that discriminated against refugees and other migrants from non-
English-speaking backgrounds; 

• the more marked discriminatory impact for women; 

• the significant problems confronting refugees who were unable to obtain citizenship and were 
thus prevented from having Australian passports that would facilitate them visiting family 
overseas; and 

• the disproportionate representation of refugee and humanitarian migrants among those 
individuals who were required to sit the citizenship test multiple times (there was an increase 
from 1.5 tests per person to 1.7 tests per person between January and April 2008). 

 
                                                
82 See for example Queensland Accessing Interpreters Working Group, A Matter of Interpretation, December 2008, available at www.qcoss.org.au  
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These concerns were based on views gathered from community consultations over the past two 
years.  These views were reiterated during our 2008 consultations, many of which occurred prior to 
the Australian Government’s public release of the Australian Citizenship Test Review Committee 
report and the government’s response. 
 
In releasing the report and the government’s response on 22 November 2008, Minister for 
Immigration and Citizenship, Senator Chris Evans, announced changes to the testing regime which 
will address some of the concerns RCOA has raised about the obstacles to citizenship posed by 
the original test.  RCOA welcomes the following changes: 

• The decision to link the test to the legal requirements for citizenship and not to test citizenship 
applicants on their knowledge of Australian trivia. 

• The greater clarity about the legislative requirement for applicants to “possess a basic 
knowledge of the English language”. 

• The commitment to rewriting the resource book in plain English. 

• The development of two alternative pathways for migrants and refugees disadvantaged by the 
standard testing arrangements: 
(a) Self-directed learning using approved study resources in community languages, followed by 

an oral-based test in English; 
(b) A citizenship education program in English, delivered by an accredited education provider, 

with ongoing competency-based assessment in English built into the program. 

• The commitment to amending the Australian Citizenship Act 2007 to extend citizenship test 
exemptions to individuals suffering psychological disorders as a result of torture and trauma. 

In addition, RCOA welcomes the announcement in June 2008 of funding to 33 non-government 
organisations to provide special assistance to refugees and migrants preparing for the citizenship 
test, as part of the $3.4 million Citizenship Support Grants Program. 

 
These changes constitute a marked improvement on the testing regime implemented in October 
2007.  However, not all of the concerns raised by RCOA and community members have been 
addressed.  The implementation of the proposed changes should be followed up with regular 
reporting of the outcomes of the citizenship application and testing process, to enable further public 
discussion of whether all permanent residents who wish to become Australian citizens are being 
afforded fair access to citizenship. 
 
Recommendation 52 
RCOA recommends that the Australian Government continue to report regularly on the 
outcomes of citizenship applications and testing arrangements, paying particular attention 
to how refugee and humanitarian migrants are faring in their efforts to become Australian 
citizens. 
 



   
 

Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program 2009-10 – RCOA submission page 80  

8. ONSHORE PROTECTION ISSUES 
 

8.8.8.8.1 Changes to onshore asylum seeker policy in 20081 Changes to onshore asylum seeker policy in 20081 Changes to onshore asylum seeker policy in 20081 Changes to onshore asylum seeker policy in 2008    
 
There have been many welcome changes in Australia’s policies towards onshore asylum seekers 
since the Labor Government took office in late 2007.  In March 2008, the Australian-funded 
detention centre on Nauru was officially closed, after six years of operation.  The closure marked 
the end of the ‘Pacific Solution’, which saw Australia controversially turning unauthorised asylum 
seekers away from our shores, and processing them in Nauru and Papua New Guinea.  Refugee 
and human rights advocates applauded the government’s swift closure of the Nauru centre, and 
continue to encourage the government to legislate against this ever occurring again. 
 
The abolition of Temporary Protection Visas (TPVs) and Temporary Humanitarian Visas (THVs) 
was another valuable reform, announced in May 2008.  Onshore asylum seekers who are granted 
refugee status will now be granted permanent protection, instead of having to re-apply for another 
protection visa every three years.  This will enable former TPV and THV holders to live with the 
certainty and security of residency in Australia, and to apply for reunion with family members that 
they may not have seen for up to nine years whilst on a temporary visa.  In November 2008, the 
government announced that it would also allow holders of the Temporary Humanitarian Concern 
visa to apply for permanent status. 
 
In July 2008, the Minister announced a new approach to immigration detention.  Although not yet 
implemented into legislation, these new ‘detention values’ constitute a fundamental shift in 
Australia’s approach towards onshore asylum seekers.  Under this new policy, asylum seekers will 
only be detained if the need is established, i.e. detention will be a measure of ‘last resort’.  Children 
will not be detained in an immigration detention facility.  The values rejected the notion that 
detention can be arbitrary or indefinite, and promised regular review of a person’s detention.  This 
announcement was highly commended both in Australia and internationally, as a significant and 
positive shift towards a more humane and fairer onshore protection policy. 
 
Further, the Minister has recognised the need to address problems with the current system of 
Refugee Status Determination (RSD) including the need to implement a system of complementary 
protection; the need to reform government policy on work rights and community support; and the 
need to improve consultation processes with the refugee advocacy sector.  Discussions and 
community consultations are actively underway on all of these issues.  The new openness with 
which the Minister’s office and DIAC are now engaging with the community sector is warmly 
welcomed. 
 
The number of asylum seekers in long-term detention has reduced significantly over the past year, 
consistent with the Minister’s commitment to resolve the large number of cases that were still 
pending when he came into office. 
 
Onshore protection applications in 2008 have increased slightly from 2007 but remain relatively 
very low in global terms, and must be seen in the context of deteriorating conditions in strife-torn 
areas such as Afghanistan and Iraq. However, boat arrivals in 2008 attracted far greater media 
attention than in recent years, in spite of numbers remaining at a similar level to 2007. There were 
claims from certain quarters that boat arrivals in late 2008 were triggered by recent policy reforms 
such as the ending of the TPV regime. However, such claims are unfounded and run contrary to 
available evidence. The three years following the introduction of the TPV in October 1999 were the 
three highest ever of asylum seekers reaching Australia by boat. Monthly arrivals increased from 
the peak of 286 to 1245 in November 1999, with another 9800 asylum seekers arriving by boat in 
the following three years. Additionally, according to a Joint Standing Committee on Migration report 
released in December 2008, boat arrivals make up only a small percentage of all onshore 
protection applications (boat arrivals accounted for less than 5.7% of all asylum seekers in 
immigration detention in 2007-08).  Overall, the number of asylum seekers who attempt to enter 
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Australia remains very small, less than 0.25% of the global total (see 3.3).  RCOA encourages the 
Australian Government to continue on its positive pathway to reform. 

 
8.2 Key areas requiring reform in 2009 
 
In the coming year, further reforms to onshore asylum seeker policy are most needed in the 
following areas: 
 
8.2.1 Reform of legislation on immigration detention 
 
The Minister has made a commitment to ensuring that immigration detention is neither arbitrary nor 
indefinite, that the duration and conditions of a person’s detention will be reviewed regularly, and 
that detention will be evidence-based and used only as a last resort. 
 
For this to occur, there must be legislated time limits to detention; independent judicial review of 
the duration and conditions of a person’s detention at regular intervals, with the power to enforce 
review decisions; codified minimum standards of detention; official criteria or guidelines for the 
reasons for detaining a person; and transparent and accountable operation of detention facilities.  
These reforms would constitute a move to mainstream immigration detention in line with other 
major detention systems in Australia, such as the criminal and mental health systems.  Community 
groups have provided expert advice on detention best practice, through a variety of consultative 
mechanisms including the 2008-09 inquiry into detention by the Joint Standing Committee on 
Migration. 
 
8.2.2 Improving arrangements for community-based asylum seekers 
 
The community sector is engaging constructively with DIAC and the Minister’s office to improve 
support mechanisms for community-based asylum seekers, in order to enable asylum seekers to 
live in dignity and safety pending a fair, transparent and timely decision on their protection 
applications. 
 
The issue of the denial of work rights and access to health care for asylum seekers on a Bridging 
Visa E (the ‘45-day rule’) is one that the government has recognised as needing expeditious 
reform, and discussions are underway to amend this policy.  RCOA encourages the government to 
consolidate this intended reform by repealing the 45-day rule legislation of 1997. 
 
The current system of support for community-based asylum seekers looks after some asylum 
seekers well but leaves others in abject destitution.  This is partly due to the 45-day rule, but is also 
due to inconsistencies and gaps in the available support schemes (the Asylum Seeker Assistance 
Scheme, the Community Care Pilot and Community Detention).  All three schemes have 
shortcomings, including the fact that they are valid only for certain stages of the application 
process, they do not have adequate funding for the number of people that need their services, and 
eligibility criteria may exclude vulnerable individuals.  The community sector encourages further 
discussions with DIAC about establishing a single integrated support program that takes a holistic 
approach to a person’s legal and social needs, involves case management, and continues 
throughout the RSD process.  This would benefit not only asylum seekers, but also the 
government, through improved client welfare, higher quality applications, reduced processing 
times, increased compliance and/or improved longer-term settlement outcomes. 
 
8.2.3 Reforming the Refugee Status Determination process 
 
The Australian Government has recognised the need to introduce a system of complementary 
protection into the RSD process.  Complementary protection refers to Australia’s obligation to 
protect someone from danger for reasons that are outlined in international treaties other than the 
Refugee Convention.  Such a reformed system would vastly improve and streamline RSD as it 
would recognise complementary protection needs as part of the initial decision on an asylum claim, 
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and thereby decrease the need for lengthy processing under Ministerial intervention.  The 
Minister’s office and DIAC are working on a new RSD model in consultation with community 
groups.  The proposed model contains new guidelines that engage our non-refoulement 
obligations; however, it does not automatically recognise other possible grounds for 
complementary protection, such as statelessness or those fleeing danger caused by generalised 
violence or civil unrest.  Under this model, people with such claims would still need to apply for 
Ministerial intervention.   RCOA looks forward to continued engagement with DIAC on this issue. 
 
Initial steps have also been taken to make the Ministerial intervention process more open and 
transparent, and to improve procedural fairness at the primary assessment and Refugee Review 
Tribunal (RRT) stages.  Some of the initial changes include a greater emphasis on face-to-face 
interviews at the primary assessment stage, and changing to a merits-based appointment process 
at the RRT.  Other additional changes suggested by advocates including a reform of training given 
to DIAC officers and RRT members, especially to provide a better understanding of human rights 
and the impacts of trauma and torture. 
 
Community groups also recommend the expansion of access to legal advice to asylum seekers.  
Government-funded legal advice, via the Immigration Advice and Assistance Scheme (IAAAS), is 
unavailable to any asylum seeker past the RRT stage of processing, and is not available to all 
asylum seekers even at the primary/RRT stage.  A lack of credible, affordable legal advice has 
contributed to poorly-written applications, increased processing time, increased public expense, 
compounded misunderstanding by some asylum seekers about the criteria for protection status, 
and increased vulnerability to unscrupulous or inexpert commercial agents.  Community groups 
have proposed an alternative model which provides greater provision of legal advice initially and 
results in a fairer and more efficient application process.  Despite an increased cost to provide 
across-the-board legal advice, this initiative is likely to be cost-neutral in the long-term, because of 
higher quality applications, decreased processing times, increased understanding of Australia’s 
refugee system, fewer appeals and increased compliance with application procedures and final 
visa decisions.  
 
8.2.4 Child-specific issues 
 
Among the seven detention values that the Minister announced in July 2008 was a commitment 
that no children would be detained in an immigration detention facility nor the child’s family where 
possible.  This reinforced the Coalition’s 2005 pledge to detain children only as a measure of last 
resort. 
 
Community groups welcome this and the other new detention values; however, it is urged that the 
government continue its child protection agenda by committing not to hold children in detention-like 
conditions.  This would ensure that children are not inadvertently subjected to inappropriate 
detention-like conditions in immigration residential housing (such as the facility adjacent to 
Villawood detention centre), immigration transit centres or other facilities.  
 
8.2.5 Abolishing the practice of detention debts 
 
The Minister has acknowledged the inequities and injustices that have resulted from Australia’s 
unique policy of imposing detention debts on refugees, and has announced that he is actively 
exploring ways to resolve this issue.  RCOA recommends the abolition of the detention debt policy 
and a full waiver of all existing detention debts.  As of 30 June 2008, there were 386 persons with 
active detention debts amounting to $7,705,576. 
 
8.2.6 Structural reform of government advisory panels and consultation groups 
 
The new openness with which the Minister’s office and DIAC are now consulting and interacting 
with community groups must be applauded.  The Minister has also responded to advocates’ calls 
to restructure the DIAC-community sector consultation process, by announcing the establishment 
of a whole-of-issue, whole-of-sector consultation group to have input on reforms and ongoing 
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issues.  If implemented appropriately, this has the potential to be a significant improvement on the 
current system of narrow, siloed consultation groups with limited consultation capacity.  
 
8.2.7 Removal issues 
 
Community groups encourage the government to introduce an open and accountable pre-removal 
risk assessment for anyone on a removal pathway, to strengthen procedural fairness and to ensure 
that Australia is complying with international non-refoulement obligations.  It is recommended that 
the assessment be undertaken by an independent agency and that legal advice be provided to the 
person facing removal.  This is particularly important for those people who received negative visa 
outcomes under the flawed procedures of the pre-reform RSD process. 
 
Advocates are also seeking dialogue with the government on how to implement mechanisms that 
will provide a dignified standard of living in Australia for those that cannot be returned to their home 
country, e.g. where there are technical obstacles to return. 
 
8.2.8 Repeal excision laws and halt remote processing 
 
RCOA continues to oppose the policy of excision, and is concerned about the use of Christmas 
Island to process unauthorised boat arrivals.  RCOA affirms its view that all asylum seekers are 
entitled to have their applications for protection determined under the procedures that apply on the 
mainland and that they should have full access to legal representation and other support. 
 
Recommendation 53 
RCOA commends the Australian Government on the important reforms it has made to 
onshore protection policy since coming to office, and urges it to maintain a holistic and 
rights-based approach on this pathway to reform in order to ensure that Australia fully 
complies with its obligations to refugees under international law. 

 
8.8.8.8.3 The nexus between onshore protection policy and settlement issues3 The nexus between onshore protection policy and settlement issues3 The nexus between onshore protection policy and settlement issues3 The nexus between onshore protection policy and settlement issues    

 
The severe and negative impacts of prolonged and arbitrary detention, of enforced destitution due 
to denial of work rights or welfare, and of the TPV regime, have been well-documented and have 
also been acknowledged by the current government. 
 
In brief, many Bridging Visa E holders, who were barred from working, accessing Medicare or 
receiving financial support, were forced to live in extreme destitution for long periods, sometimes 
years.  During this time they were not able to acquire work experience, a sense of independence or 
self-reliance.  Many were also unable to acquire basic household goods, generate a rental history 
or save money to cover the expenses of setting up a household. There is also ample evidence that 
TPV status impairs a refugee’s ability to settle, due to the denial of services, restrictions on family 
reunion and travel, and lack of certainty about the future. Psychological trauma is a very common 
and enduring impact of prolonged detention, destitution, social exclusion and uncertainty and often 
compounds trauma that was experienced prior to arrival in Australia. 
 
From consultations held this year and in previous years, it is evident that one of the ongoing 
legacies of these harsh former policies is the added burden of delayed and impaired integration 
into community life.  Many of these refugees are now experiencing considerable difficulties in 
securing employment, affordable housing and the basic necessities for living.  They are not, 
however, automatically eligible for the settlement services that are offered to entrants from the 
offshore Special Humanitarian Program, despite sharing similar experiences as resettled refugees 
and facing similar challenges to integration.  While some Permanent Protection Visa (PPV) holders 
do currently receive assistance83, community organisations have reported that such provision 
tends to be unstructured and inconsistent. RCOA recommends that this policy be clarified and 

                                                
83 The DIAC 2007-08 Annual Report confirms that 126 PPV holders were assisted under the IHSS during 2007-08. 
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formalised in order to allow PPV holders with a demonstrated need to access appropriate 
settlement services under the IHSS. 
 
The abolition of the TPV regime has been warmly welcomed by all refugee and human rights 
advocates, both domestically and internationally. However, the end of the TPV regime has created 
a new settlement-related issue now that the bar against family reunion for former TPV and THV 
holders has been lifted.  A consequential spike in ‘split family’ reunion applications will apply 
additional pressure on the SHP, as places for family reunion for refugees are currently taken out of 
the humanitarian quota. RCOA believes that that this should be borne in mind when finalising 
numbers under this year’s program.  
 
RCOA also recommends that the eligibility criteria to sponsor family under the ‘split family’ visa for 
former TPV and THV holders be based retrospectively on the situation when the person was first 
determined to be a refugee and given a temporary visa.  This would mean that former TPV and 
THV holders who arrived in Australia as unaccompanied minors and have now reached majority 
would be able to sponsor their parents; and that former TPV and THV holders are able to sponsor 
children who have reached majority while they have been in Australia. 
 
Recommendation 54 
RCOA recommends that DIAC improve the provision of settlement support services to 
Permanent Protection Visa (PPV) holders who are able to demonstrate a particular need for 
support owing to their individual circumstances, including needs arising from destitution or 
lack of necessary support during the determination of their asylum claims. 
 
Recommendation 55 
RCOA recommends that eligibility to apply for family reunion by former Temporary 
Protection Visa (TPV) and Temporary Humanitarian Visa (THV) holders be determined 
retrospectively, including to allow unaccompanied minors who turned 18 while holding 
TPVs and THVs to remain eligible to apply for their parents to join them under the split 
family provisions of the humanitarian program. 
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9. RESETTLEMENT NEEDS BY REGION 
 
This section provides a broad overview of current global resettlement needs by region, focusing on 
countries in Africa, Asia and the Middle East from which there has been recent large scale refugee 
displacement. Each profile includes a brief summary of in-country conditions followed by an 
overview of where displaced refugee populations are located, the conditions in which they are 
living and their resettlement needs. The list of countries covered is not exhaustive, nor is the 
information on those countries selected presented as comprehensive. The countries selected from 
each region include those from whose displaced populations contain significant numbers in need of 
resettlement. This is more geographically spread in Africa compared to Asia and the Middle East 
where the majority of displaced refugees tend to originate from a few select countries such as Iraq, 
Afghanistan, Burma, Sri Lanka and Bhutan. The information on the numbers of refugees identified 
as in need of resettlement is provided by UNHCR.84 It should be noted that these numbers are 
approximate and subject to change. 
 

9.1 Africa 
 
9.1.1 Burundi 
 
The government's human rights record remained poor in 2008. Despite improvements in some 
areas, government security forces continued to commit numerous serious human rights abuses. 
Members of the National Defense Forces (or FDN), the police and the National Intelligence Service 
(SNR) were responsible for killings, torture and beatings of civilians and detainees, including 
suspected supporters of the Forces of National Liberation (FNL). The FNL also committed serious 
abuses against the civilian population, forcibly recruited children as soldiers and imposed forced 
labour. An outbreak of cholera occurred in the north-eastern province.85 According to the United 
Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA), there are 100,000 long-
term IDPs living in 160 sites nationwide. 
 
Resettlement needs 
 
Tanzania: There are 118,043 Burundian refugees in Tanzania who fled ethnic violence in Burundi 
that erupted in 1993.  A further 218,000 Burundian refugees who fled in 1972 still reside in the 
Tabora and Rukwa settlements.  The majority of Burundian refugees are of Hutu ethnicity.  56% 
are under 18 years old.  About 8% of the population belongs in a category of special needs, such 
as unaccompanied minors, older persons or single parent households.  Facilitated voluntary 
repatriation from Tanzania started in 2002 and, by the end of 2007, a total of 293,092 Burundians 
had been repatriated.  Repatriation will continue to be a major durable solution in 2009. 
 
There are a number of Burundian refugees within Congolese camps in Tanzania who were born in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo after their parents fled Burundi in 1972.  They have never lived 
in Burundi and arrived in Tanzania together with the Congolese refugees.  They face a high, 
ongoing level of discrimination by the Congolese refugees who blame them for having exacerbated 
conflict in Kivu province in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC).  Burundians in Congolese 
camps have difficulty accessing services such as water, health and educational facilities and suffer 
a high incidence of domestic violence and sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV). 
 
UNHCR estimates that 1,985 Burundian refugees will have resettlement needs in 2009, of which it 
has the capacity to refer 1,400. 
 
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC): At the end of 2007, there were 17,602 Burundian 
refugees in DRC, the vast majority of which reside in Kivu.  UNHCR has only limited access to 

                                                
84 UNHCR, Refugee Resettlement Performance Outcomes 2007 and Global Projections 2009, 14th Annual Tripartite Consultations on 
Resettlement, Geneva 30 June - 2 July 2008.  
85 US Department of State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices - 2007, 11 March 2008, Burundi, 
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2007/100469.htm 
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these refugees due to prevailing security conditions.  Others reside in urban centres such as 
Kinshasa.  UNHCR currently assists 653 refugees.  UNHCR’s main focus is on promoting 
voluntary repatriation.  Of the 500 refugees that UNHCR has identified as needing resettlement, 
UNHCR has capacity to refer 250. 
 
Rwanda: There are 2,817 Burundian refugees in Rwanda.  Most are recognised by the Rwandan 
authorities on a prima facie basis.  60% of their refugee population are women and children.  The 
majority of refugees live in Kigame camp (2,030 individuals), while smaller numbers reside in the 
urban area of Kigali.  UNHCR estimates that 644 are in need of resettlement, with capacity to refer 
348. 
 
Other countries: South Africa hosts 4,300 Burundian refugees.86  UNHCR has identified 90 in need 
of resettlement, with capacity to refer 45. Kenya hosts 2,900 Burundian refugees,87 but UNHCR 
does not yet have clear numbers of how many are in need of resettlement. 
 
There are also Burundian refugees in Uganda, Malawi, Zambia, Zimbabwe and Mozambique. 
 
Burundian refugees requiring urgent resettlement include: 
• Women at risk: women heading families and their children who are denied the right to own 

property or inherit land and the property of their spouse; women who have experienced SGBV; 
• Unaccompanied minors and separated children; 
• Persons with a disability or acute medical needs; 
• A number of ‘1972’ Burundians living in Congolese camps; 
• Survivors of torture; and 
• Persons who lack local integration prospects. 
 
9.1.2 Chad 
 
The political and security crisis in Chad is internally caused but has been exacerbated by 
interventions from its Sudanese neighbours. Rampant armed attacks blocking aid in the east have 
forced humanitarian agencies to suspend assistance to thousands of displaced persons. In 2008, 
179,000 IDPs were uprooted due to inter-ethnic fighting. The 470,000 refugees and displaced 
persons in the region remain at risk due to the continuing situation.88 Sudan’s repeated attacks as 
well as that of Darfur rebels against refugee camps have added a new dimension to the crisis.89 
 
Resettlement needs 
 
Cameroon: Cameroon hosts 41,600 Chadian refugees. This population is comprised of many 
women, mainly heads of households with several young children, unaccompanied minors and 
persons with previous military ties or other political affiliations.  UNHCR has identified 250 Chadian 
refugees for resettlement, with capacity to refer 150. 
 
Central African Republic (CAR): CAR hosts 1,893 Chadian refugees.  UNHCR expects to identify 
45 people in need of resettlement, mostly on the basis of legal and physical protection needs and 
women at risk.  UNHCR has the capacity to refer all 45. 
 
Sudan: Sudan hosts 45,000 refugees, most of whom live in camps, including Um Shalaya and 
Mukjar, in West Darfur90 and are highly dependent on humanitarian assistance.   They have very 
limited prospects for repatriation or for local integration.  UNHCR has not released any figures on 
how many may require resettlement nor their capacity to refer. 
 

                                                
86 USCRI 2008 World Refugee Survey, South Africa report 
87 USCRI 2008 World Refugee Survey, Kenya report 
88 IRIN News, 29 October 2008. Armed attacks blocking the east. http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=81192 
89 International Crisis Group, 24 September 2008, Chad: A New Conflict Resolution Framework, Africa Report N°144. 
http://www.crisisgroup.org/home/index.cfm?id=5694 
90 USCRI 2008 World Refugee Survey, Sudan report 
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Chadian refugees requiring urgent resettlement include: 
• Women at risk; 
• Persons with political profiles; 
• Persons with serious integration problems; and 
• Unaccompanied minors. 
 
9.1.3 Côte d’Ivoire 
 
Continuing political instability and uncertainty has kept tensions high throughout the country. There 
were arbitrary and unlawful killings, including summary executions, disappearances, torture and 
abuse by security forces, pro-government militias and other groups. One of many catastrophic 
consequences of the six-year conflict in Côte d’Ivoire is the poverty it has engendered. There is 
alarming malnutrition.91 Sexual violence against women and girls is common in western Côte 
d’Ivoire and generally goes unpunished.92  There are 621,000 IDPs in the country. 
 
Resettlement needs 
 
Guinea: Guinea hosts about 5,000 Ivorian refugees, the majority of whom live in the Kouankan 
camp in the N’Zerekore region.  UNHCR estimates that 25 individuals need resettlement (and has 
capacity to refer all). 
 
Liberia: Liberia hosts between 6,865 and 7,045 Ivorian refugees and has granted prima facie 
recognition.  Nearly all the refugees live in the south-eastern region of Liberia near the border with 
Cote d’Ivoire.  About 1,254 live in a refugee camp at Saclepea and the others live in small rural 
communities throughout the region.  UNHCR estimates that 10 Ivorians will be in need of 
resettlement (with capacity to refer all). 
 
Other countries: Morocco hosts about 275 Ivorian refugees.  Others reside in Senegal, Gambia, 
Guinea-Bissau, Mali and Tunisia. 
 
Overall, 122 Ivorian refugees from eight host countries are in need of resettlement and UNHCR 
has capacity to refer 102. 
 
9.1.4 Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) 
 
The fighting among rebel factions and the army has displaced more than 250,000 people and left 
many dead. There were more than 5,000 reported cases of rape in North Kivu, but the true figure is 
likely to be higher. More children are being recruited by armed groups.93 There are 1,305,851 
IDPs, of which 846,699 are from North Kivu and 348,775 from South Kivu. Human Rights Watch 
regards the crisis as a “humanitarian disaster”, repeatedly referring to the fact that civilians are in 
the crossfire. Refugee settlements are also at risk. 
 
Resettlement needs 
 
Tanzania: There are 97,099 Congolese refugees from the southern part of South Kivu province. 
Nearly 60% of this population are under the age of 18 years. Voluntary repatriation has been the 
major focus as a durable solution strategy.  In the period between October 2005 and mid-2008, 
almost 50,000 Congolese were repatriated.  However, there are still 6,840 Congolese that need 
resettlement, on the basis of disability, unaccompanied minors and separated children, women at 
risk and those persecuted because of their race/ethnicity.  UNHCR has capacity to refer 1,000. 
 

                                                
91 IRIN News, ‘Cote d'Ivoire: Poverty getting worse – study, 3 December 2008, http://www.irinnews.org/Africa-Country.aspx?Country=CI 
92 IRIN News, ‘DRC: Rape crisis set to worsen amid Kivu chaos’, 19 November 2008, http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=81549 
93 US Department of State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices - 2007, 11 March 2008, Central African Republic, 
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2007/100472.htm 
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Uganda: There are 48,606 Congolese refugees in Uganda,94 most of whom came from eastern 
DRC.  Most reside in refugee camps, however about 10% reside in the capital, Kampala.  This 
latter minority do not receive assistance from either UNHCR or the Ugandan government, as 
Ugandan policy ties assistance to refugees with residence in refugee camps.  Some Kampala-
based refugees are finding it increasingly difficult to survive in the capital, yet have legitimate 
reasons for being unwilling to move into the camps (e.g. lack of security, medical reasons).  The 
majority of Congolese refugees are unwilling to return to DRC, fearing problems of security and/or 
land and tenure issues.  With prospects of integration in Uganda being limited and with varying 
prospects of repatriation, the resettlement of 10,000 refugees is necessary on protection grounds, 
with UNHCR having the capacity to refer 600. 
 
Rwanda: Rwanda hosts 50,687 Congolese refugees, most of whom are recognised by the 
Rwandan authorities on a prima facie basis. The majority are women and children (over 60%). 
They live in Nyabiheke, Kiziba, Nkamira, Nyagatare, as well as Gihembe camp in the north and 
Kiziba camp in the west, the last two hosting about 18,000 refugees each. More than 1,700 
Congolese also live in urban areas.95 There were reports that the Association of Young Congolese 
Refugees and agents of Congolese rebel leader General Laurent Nkunda recruited Congolese 
Tutsi refugees in the camps, including at least 11 children, to return to Congo-Kinshasa to fight 
with the false promise of civilian jobs. Most recruitment took place in the Kiziba and Byumba 
camps.96 UNHCR has identified 3,356 refugees in need of resettlement, with capacity to refer 
1,392.  
 
Zambia: 55,434 Congolese refugees reside in Zambia. Voluntary repatriation has the most 
potential as a durable solution for 70% of these refugees but is jeopardised by fighting in eastern 
DRC, from which most of these refugees originate.97 A possible new influx would exert even more 
pressure on UNHCR, already struggling after the UN World Food Programme announced a 
funding shortfall that is forcing it to cut feeding programmes to vulnerable refugees. UNHCR has 
identified 980 Congolese with resettlement needs and has capacity to refer 975. 
 
Burundi: 18,700 Congolese refugees reside in Burundi. They are housed in three camps outside of 
Bujumbura.  Given positive developments in parts of South Kivu province in the DRC, UNHCR 
expects to be able to facilitate voluntary returns throughout 2009.  Because repatriation is a viable 
option in the near future, resettlement activities will be limited to those refugees with pressing and 
specific protection needs and for whom repatriation and local integration are not feasible.  These 
referrals would be based on medical criteria, women at risk and physical/legal security needs such 
as a political profile, mixed ethnicity marriages, family reunification and survivors of torture/trauma. 
UNHCR has identified 500 refugees in need of resettlement and has capacity to refer 160. 
 
Central African Republic: CAR hosts between 1,893 and 2,600 Congolese refugees.98 During the 
year security forces subjected both refugees and citizens to arbitrary arrest and detention and 
refugees remained particularly vulnerable to such human rights violations. Most refugees are 
housed in four camps in the south. The camps faced serious water and sanitation challenges.99 
Refugees situated near the Sudanese border are on edge, fearful that rebel fighters will repeat a 
recent assault that caused three-quarters of the population to flee in panic. Aid workers are still 
trying to track down many of the vulnerable residents, as well as Sudanese refugees from nearby 
camps, who fled to the bush after the attack on the night of 8 November 2008 and have not yet 
returned.100 Resettlement is required for 75 persons and UNHCR has capacity to refer all. 
 

                                                
94 IRIN News, DRC-UGANDA: Facilities overwhelmed as refugees stream to border, 1 October 2008, 
http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=81220 
95 USCRI 2008 World Refugee Survey, Rwanda report 
96 USCRI 2008 World Refugee Survey, Rwanda report 
97 IRIN News, DRC-ZAMBIA: Kivu fighting slows refugee repatriation, 26 November 2008, http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=81679 
98 USCRI 2008 World Refugee Survey, CAR report 
99 US Department of State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices - 2007, 11 March 2008, Central African Republic, 
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2007/100472.htm 
100 IRIN News, Central African Republic, ‘Living in fear after rebel attack’, 28 November 2008, http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=81703 



   
 

Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program 2009-10 – RCOA submission page 89  

Republic of Congo (ROC): hosts 33,800 refugees from the DRC. Most of them have been living in 
the country for over five years and some as many as 30. Priority resettlement cases include those 
with medical needs, women at risk, victims of torture and violence and family reunification. UNHCR 
has identified 500 refugees in need of resettlement and has capacity to refer 200. 
 

South Africa: There are 24,800 Congolese in South Africa.101  As of December 2007, UNHCR had 
registered 11,000 and was assisting 3,400.102 Some continue to face serious security problems, 
such as human rights activists, members of opposition parties and former civil servants, particularly 
if their country’s security services operate in South Africa. In addition, many Congolese refugees 
who fled the eastern part of the DRC experienced extreme violence and torture and remain 
vulnerable in South Africa partly because of a lack of access to support mechanisms.  Rising 
xenophobia threatens to undermine protection, forcing further displacement of a number of 
refugees. An estimated 200 persons are in urgent need of resettlement and UNHCR has capacity 
to refer 90. 
 

Zimbabwe: Congolese refugees, like all other refugees in Zimbabwe, are drastically affected by the 
worsening economic crisis in the country, causing a severe shortage of food and worsened by the 
onslaught of cholera.  Inflation reached 66,000 % by December 2007 and unemployment was 
extremely high.  It is extraordinarily difficult for refugees to attain any level of self-reliance and 
nationals often view them as competitors for scarce economic resources. There are widespread 
xenophobic feelings towards foreigners in the country. The situation triggers issues of physical and 
legal insecurity for many refugees. Most refugees originate from ethnic regional areas in DRC that 
are unstable, making repatriation unviable. Due to limited staffing capacity, UNHCR cannot fully 
address the requirements of the refugees in need of resettlement, however, 350 persons are in 
urgent need resettlement and UNHCR has capacity to refer 200.  In 2009, the major criteria for 
resettlement will be legal and physical needs and lack of local integration prospects. 
 
Other countries: Angola hosts about 11,400 Congolese refugees.  Other host countries include 
Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Malawi, Morocco, Mozambique, Niger, Nigeria and Togo. 
 
Overall, UNHCR has identified a need for resettlement for 23,499 Congolese refugees (particularly 
from Uganda, Tanzania and Rwanda), with the capacity to refer 5,240.  Congolese refugees 
requiring urgent resettlement include:  

• Women at risk; 
• Unaccompanied minors; 
• Victims of rape, violence or torture; 
• Persons with medical conditions; 
• Persons with no opportunities for repatriation or local integration; and 
• Family reunification. 

 
9.1.5 Eritrea 
 

The government's human rights record remained poor and authorities continued to commit 
numerous serious abuses. These included unlawful killings by the security forces. There were also 
restrictions on freedom of movement and travel for the personnel of humanitarian and development 
agencies, the UN Mission to Eritrea and Ethiopia and restriction of the activities of non-
governmental organisations (NGOs). There was societal abuse and discrimination against women, 
widespread practice of female genital mutilation, governmental and societal discrimination against 
members of the Kunama ethnic group, widespread societal discrimination based on sexual 
orientation and reports of discrimination against those with HIV/AIDS. There are 32,000 IDPs, with 
approximately 6,625 IDPs remaining in two camps in the Debub zone and approximately 1,250 
refugees living in an IDP camp in the Southern Red Sea Zone.103 
 

                                                
101 USCRI 2008 World Refugee Survey, South Africa report 
102 UNHCR Global Report 2007 - South Africa 
103 US Department of State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices - 2007, 11 March 2008, Eritrea, 
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2007/100480.htm 
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Resettlement needs 
 
Sudan: Over 160,000 Eritrean refugees reside in Sudan, mostly in camps in eastern Sudan.  They 
are now in one of the worst protracted refugee situations in the world, due to limited prospects for 
repatriation and the absence historically of opportunities for formal local integration.  Many of the 
refugees are second generation, born in exile in Sudan.  About 1,000 Eritreans will need 
resettlement in 2009 – about 500 from the camps and a further 500 living outside the camps, 
principally in urban settings.  UNHCR has capacity to refer 450 of the 1000. 
 
Libya: The Libyan government has no formal framework to process or protect refugees.  In the last 
year, Libya maintained detention camps and reportedly held and threatened to repatriate about 
500 Eritreans, including over 50 women and children. In January 2008, the Government threatened 
to deport summarily all foreigners without legal status – possibly more than a million people – 
including many from Eritrea, Somalia and Sudan, claiming that none of them were refugees.  There 
are currently about 600 Eritrean refugees and asylum seekers being detained indefinitely or until 
deportation in the Misrata holding centre for aliens 280 km west of Tripoli.104  Local integration is 
not an option and conditions of asylum are extremely difficult. The situation of African nationals is 
particularly complicated as they are often subject to discrimination by the local community.  
UNHCR has identified a resettlement need for 300 persons, with capacity to refer all 300. 
 
Ethiopia: The number of Eritrean refugees increased markedly in 2007, rising from 13,000 at the 
beginning of the year to 20,753 at the end.  Eritrean refugees reside in the Shimelba and Mayani 
refugee camps in the Tigray Regional State.  UNHCR has not yet indicated how many of these 
refugees will require resettlement.  
 
Egypt: The population of Eritrean refugees in Egypt is difficult to determine due to difficulties in 
accessing Eritrean refugees in detention centres.  In July 2008, UNHCR knew of 1,400 Eritreans, 
some of whom were in detention centres.  In the first half of 2008, there was widespread publicity 
and international concern about Egyptian authorities deporting an unknown number of Eritreans. 
 
Other countries: UNHCR identified Eritrean refugees in need of resettlement in Djibouti (150), 
Uganda (100) and Saudi Arabia (20). 
 
In total, across all countries there are 2,070 Eritrean nationals in urgent need of resettlement in 
2009.  UNHCR has capacity to refer 1,620.  Eritrean refugees in Sudan requiring urgent 
resettlement include: 

• Women at risk; 
• Persons with physical/legal needs; and 
• Mixed marriage families. 

 
9.1.6 Ethiopia 
 
During the year fighting between government forces and the Ogaden National Liberation Front, an 
ethnically-based, nationalist insurgent movement operating in the Somali Region resulted in 
widespread human rights abuses. Human rights abuses reported during the year included violence 
and societal discrimination against women and abuse of children, female genital mutilation, 
exploitation of children for economic and sexual purposes, trafficking in persons, societal 
discrimination against persons with disabilities and religious and ethnic minorities. Ogaden 
National Liberation Front forces in the Somali region were responsible for widespread human rights 
abuses, including killings and the diversion of food supplies resulting in the displacement of 
thousands of persons. UNHCR estimated there were approximately 200,000 IDPs in the country. If 
rainfall continues to be minimal, the food insecurity could deepen in parts of the country as the 
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government is hampering the assessment of the population needs and obstructing efforts to help 
millions at risk of famine in the drought-stricken region in the east of the country.105  
 
Resettlement needs 
 
Djibouti: Djibouti hosts 580 Ethiopian refugees. Resettlement is identified for especially vulnerable 
refugees residing in Ali-Addeh.  This population includes individuals in a protracted situation – 
some arrived as early as 1991 – as well as more recently recognised individuals with limited 
prospect of integration in the host country and, in some cases, credible fears about their safety in 
Djibouti. UNHCR has identified 350 refugees in need of resettlement, with capacity to refer 250. 
 
Somalia: There are about 9,600 Ethiopian refugees and asylum seekers in Somalia,106 comprising 
the vast majority of refugees in the country.  Several hundred more are thought to live within 
Somalia without making themselves known to UNHCR.  There is considerable friction between 
Ethiopian refugees of Oromo ethnicity, who are the more recent arrivals and the earlier-arriving 
Ahmaras.  Drought and recent fighting around the town of Beletweyne, in central Somalia's Hiraan 
region, have aggravated the plight of at least 1,000 Ethiopian refugee families, who were already 
facing acute food shortages.  Those refugees with priority resettlement needs include: refugees 
with certain profiles residing in Somaliand or Puntland who are at elevated risk of refoulement, 
refugees who do not enjoy clan-based traditional protection structures, women at risk and medical 
cases. UNHCR estimates that 4,180 Ethiopian refugees are in need of resettlement and has 
capacity to refer 750.   
 
Uganda: Ethiopian refugees reside in urban areas and in refugee camps.  Prospects for integration 
in the host country are limited. In 2009, repatriation will be organised for those who are able to 
return. UNHCR has identified 100 refugees for resettlement, with capacity to refer all 100.  
 
South Africa: There are at least 7,500 Ethiopian refugees and asylum seekers in South Africa.107  
Refugees and asylum seekers continue to face obstacles in gaining effective access to some types 
of assistance (e.g., healthcare) and experience discrimination and exploitation of labour. In the last 
year, there has been a rise in xenophobic attacks on refugees and asylum seekers.  A number of 
Ethiopians report alleged persecution by Ethiopian security services that operate in South Africa.  
An estimated 90 persons have been identified as in need of resettlement, with capacity to refer 35. 
 
Yemen: Yemen is host to about 2,000 Ethiopian refugees.  There is no domestic asylum or refugee 
law and the situation for refugees is difficult.  Government media reported that between December 
2006 and November 2007, authorities repatriated nearly 500 Ethiopians for illegal entry or crimes.  
In April 2007, five Ethiopians died of malnutrition in a Sana’a prison during their detention for illegal 
entry.108   The majority of Ethiopian refugees claim to be affiliated with the Oromo Liberation Front 
(OLF) and at risk of detention and torture in the Oromia region of Ethiopia. UNHCR promotes 
resettlement as a protection tool, focusing priority on women in a socially, psychologically, or 
medically vulnerable situation, as well as members of the Christian minority who claim harassment 
due to their religious beliefs. UNHCR has identified 150 individuals for resettlement and has 
capacity to refer all 150. 
 
Kenya 
There are 18,119 Ethiopian refugees in Kenya. A number of people of Amhara and Oromo 
ethnicity with strong anti-government political affiliations from the recent caseloads are in particular 
need of resettlement (possibly 200).  Another 200 refugees may be identified as having a 
resettlement need because of post-traumatic stress disorder.  Another group that will be 
characterised as needing resettlement is those that have been in Kenya for more than five years 
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with no meaningful access to other durable solutions.  There is currently no definite figure for the 
number of Ethiopians in Kenya who need resettlement in 2009. 
 
Overall, UNHCR has identified a total of 4,920 refugees for resettlement and has capacity to refer 
1,335.  Ethiopian refugees requiring urgent resettlement include: 

• Unaccompanied minors; 
• Women at risk; 
• Persons with medical conditions; and 
• Boran-Oromo minorities suffering persecution. 

 
9.1.7 Liberia 
 
The government generally respected the human rights of its citizens but problems continued in 
some areas. Deaths from mob violence persisted. Corruption and impunity continued in most 
levels of the government. There was violence against women, especially reports of rape.  Child 
abuse, trafficking in persons and racial and ethnic discrimination took place.  Instances of child 
labour were reported.109 
 
Resettlement needs 
 
Ghana: Ghana was host to 26,967 Liberian refugees at the end of 2007.  The present population is 
likely to be lower, due to repatriation programs in recent years that were initiated by UNHCR after 
the Liberian presidential election.  Over 9,000 Liberian refugees departed between mid 2007 and 
March 2008. In March 2008, Ghanian authorities raided Buduburam camp (population 26,000), 
detained 600 and deported 16.  It remains very difficult for refugees to work legally.  Many refugees 
worked in the informal economy without labour protection or social security.  Others engaged in 
small commercial activity inside camps, as in Buduburam camp.  Many female camp residents 
worked in the sex trade. Children worked long hours, pushing wheelbarrows for camp 
shopkeepers.110  UNHCR estimates that 20 refugees will require resettlement in 2009 and has 
capacity to refer all 20. 
 
Guinea: Guinea was host to 15,516 Liberian refugees as of 31 January 2008.  10,202 lived in 
camps and another 4,314 lived in urban centres.  UNHCR has encouraged voluntary repatriation 
and 51,000 Liberians returned between 2005 and June 2007.111  Accordingly, UNHCR estimates 
that only 20 refugees will require resettlement in 2009 and has capacity to refer all 20. 
 
Côte d’Ivoire: At the end of 2007, the Liberian refugee population in Cote d’Ivoire was 24,147.  
15,000 resided in Tabou in the South West, over 7,000 in Guiglo in the West and just over 2,600 in 
Abidjan.  As with other Liberian refugee populations, UNHCR’s principle solution has been 
voluntary repatriation.  In addition, the Government of Cote d’Ivoire has been among the most 
generous and explicit in its willingness to integrate Liberian refugees.  However, a small number 
may still need resettlement on the basis of family reunification or other specific needs.  UNHCR 
estimates that 100 refugees will need resettlement and has capacity to refer all 100. 
 
Sierra Leone: After the completion of the voluntary repatriation program in June 2007, Sierra 
Leone continued to host a residual 8,738 Liberians.  The government is supportive of local 
integration. Resettlement may be required for 50 persons in Sierra Leone, with capacity to refer all 
50. 
 
Liberian refugees requiring urgent resettlement include: 

• Women at risk; 
• Those with serious medical conditions; 

                                                
109 International Displacement Monitoring Centre, Liberia: Focus for IDP returnees moves from conflict to development, 27July 2007, 
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• Those with extreme protection needs; 
• Those who lack local integration and voluntary repatriation prospects; and 
• Family reunion. 

 
9.1.8 Republic of Congo (ROC) 
 
The government's human rights record remained poor. Although there were fewer documented 
abuses during the year, serious problems remained. The following serious human rights problems 
were reported: killings of suspects by security forces, mob violence, beatings, rapes, looting, 
solicitation of bribes and theft by security forces and harassment and extortion of civilians by 
uncontrolled and unidentified armed elements.112  There are still 7,800 people unable to return to 
their homes. 
 
Resettlement needs 
 
Most ROC refugees are in Gabon and Benin. Refugees are experiencing harassment by security 
forces, widespread government corruption, violence and societal discrimination against women, 
persons with HIV/AIDS and non-citizen Africans. Gabon hosts 9,500 ROC refugees, of which 250 
require resettlement in 2009. Overall, and including Gabon, UNHCR has identified 295 refugees for 
resettlement. 
 
9.1.9 Rwanda 
 
Significant human rights abuses occurred, although there were important improvements in some 
areas. Extrajudicial killings by security forces increased. Security forces arbitrarily arrested and 
detained persons. Restrictions on civil society, societal violence and discrimination against women, 
recruitment of child soldiers by a DRC-based armed group, trafficking in persons and child labour 
occurred. The government was slow to implement refugee registration procedures and most 
persons seeking asylum or refugee status had to seek private assistance (finding housing, food 
and other supplies) while awaiting formal recognition by the government.113  
 
Resettlement needs 
 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC): Of an estimated 29,814 refugees, only 191 are assisted by 
UNHCR. The non-assisted population is reported to be scattered in the forests of north and south 
Kivu, Maniema and Province Orientale. UNHCR has little or no access to these refugees. 30 
refugees are expected to be identified for resettlement, with capacity to refer all. 
 
Republic of Congo (ROC): ROC hosts 6,500 Rwandan refugees.  Repatriation will remain the most 
viable solution, but growing intolerance towards the Rwandan community has been noted and in 
some instances they have been subjected to discrimination or violence. UNHCR has identified 20 
refugees for resettlement, with capacity to refer all. 
 
Uganda: All 21,200 refugees have been recognised on a prima facie basis. A majority of the 
population should be able to voluntarily repatriate to Rwanda in conditions of safety and with 
dignity. Nevertheless, a proportion of refugees will require resettlement in Uganda in 2009. 
UNHCR has identified 100 in need of resettlement, with capacity to refer 50.  
 
South Africa: South Africa is host to 1,282 registered Rwandan refugees (and possibly another 800 
unregistered refugees).114  For most, but not all, voluntary repatriation is considered to be the most 
durable solution. 85 refugees are likely to require resettlement (with capacity to refer 40) on the 
basis of past torture and trauma and/or serious legal and physical security concerns. 

                                                
112 US Department of State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices - 2007, 11 March 2008, Republic of Congo, 
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Burundi: At the end of 2008, around 600 Rwandan refugees and asylum seekers remained in 
Burundi. About a third of the Rwandans were living in the Giharo camp while the remainder lived in 
Cibitoke Province or in other urban areas. Resettlement is needed for 25 refugees, with UNHCR 
having capacity to refer 15. 
 
Other countries: Rwandan refugees also reside in smaller numbers in Gabon, Kenya, Zimbabwe 
and Zambia. 
 
In total, across nine countries, resettlement is needed for 390 Rwandan refugees, with capacity to 
refer 255.  Rwandan refugees requiring urgent resettlement include: 

• Persons pursued for alleged political crimes; 
• Those in need of legal and physical protection; 
• Survivors of torture and violence; and 
• Women at risk. 

 
9.1.10 Somalia 
 
There is continuing strife in this war-torn nation. Displacement, drought and unemployment put 
Somalia as one of the world’s worst humanitarian crisis situations. UNICEF declares that Somalia 
has the highest levels of malnutrition in the world, with up to 300,000 children acutely malnourished 
annually.115 Over 300,000 IDPs live in the Mogadishu-Afgooye corridor. Over 15,000 persons had 
fled Mogadishu in the last week of September 2008, after violence flared up to one of the highest 
levels witnessed since the start of the crisis. The IDP population reached 1.1 million. 
 
Resettlement needs 
 
Kenya: Of 192,420 refugees, 160,000 are in protracted situations in the Dadaab and Kakuma 
regions. In 2008, an influx of 45,000 asylum seekers fleeing violence in Somalia to the refugee 
camps in Dadaab in north-eastern Kenya caused overcrowding that could lead to a humanitarian 
crisis. There are inadequate resources and land to properly accommodate refugee families and to 
ensure proper shelter for everyone. The number requiring resettlement is not expected to diminish. 
Those who satisfy the criteria for resettlement (e.g. specific needs or family reunification) and those 
in protracted situations will receive UNHCR priority. UNHCR estimates that 38,500 will require 
resettlement in 2009, with the capacity to process 7,500.  
 
Eritrea: There are nearly 4,000 Somali refugees in Eritrea. In 2009, resettlement is needed for 
refugees from South and Central Somalia who arrived in 2003, as there is no prospect of local 
integration. UNHCR has also identified other refugees, regardless of year of arrival, with specific 
needs that cannot be met in Eritrea. UNHCR has identified 3,380 refugees for resettlement, with a 
capacity to refer 300.    
 
Yemen: Yemen hosts 113,700 Somali refugees, who are accorded prima facie recognition by the 
government.  The majority of them have been living in protracted refugee situations.  Just under 
half are female-headed households.  The lack of male protection together with limited access to 
livelihood increases the risk for these women.  UNHCR has identified 3,910 persons in need of 
resettlement, with capacity to refer 400.  360 will fit the profile of female-headed households and 
the remaining 40 will be persons with medical needs. 
 
Other countries: There are also large populations of Somali refugees in Uganda (5,700), Djibouti, 
South Africa (12,900), as well as smaller populations in India, Egypt, China, Pakistan, Ukraine and 
Lebanon. 
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The total in need of resettlement, across all countries, is 49,115, with capacity to refer 9,777.  
Somali refugees requiring urgent resettlement include: 

• Women and girls at risk; 
• Persons with a disability; 
• Persons with specific medical and/or protection needs; and 
• Family reunion 

 
9.1.11 Sudan 
 
Sudan has been ravaged by over 23 years of civil war. The human rights situation in Sudan in 
general and Darfur in particular remains of great concern. Janjaweed militias in Darfur continue to 
destabilise the region, leaving millions without reliable access to food, water or emergency 
healthcare. The situation in Darfur continues to be characterised by ongoing insecurity, numerous 
and widespread human rights abuses and violations of international humanitarian law by all the 
parties to the conflict. Attacks on civilian populations by government forces and government-
backed militias have continued. Since January 2008, more than 290,000 civilians have been forced 
to flee the violence.116 An increase in violence in North Darfur during September 2008 alone 
displaced at least 40,000 people.117 Sudanese armed forces continue to conduct indiscriminate 
attacks. On November 14 2008, two days after the government announced a ceasefire, rebel 
sources claimed government forces had bombed Kurbia in North Darfur. Since August 2008, more 
than 11 villages have been bombed, causing large numbers of injuries and deaths.  
 
The U.N. Special Rapporteur on Sudan, Sima Samar, reported that “violence and sexual abuse of 
women and children … continue almost unabated throughout Darfur” and that “conflict-related 
violence against women and girls includes rape, gang rape, attempted rape, serious assaults and 
beatings.”118 Increasing restrictions in humanitarian access have a severe impact on the population 
in Darfur. 250,000 people in need were beyond the reach of aid workers due to insecurity in 
September 2008, the highest this year. In September and October 2008, overall UN accessibility in 
Darfur dropped to its lowest since October 2006. Only 65% of the affected population is currently 
accessible by humanitarian agencies.  
 
In August 2008, UNHCR estimated the number of IDPs in the whole of Sudan at 6 million and 
those remaining in Khartoum at around 1.2 million. Their situation is similar to that of Khartoum’s 
urban poor, wherein protracted protection risks, particularly for women and children are magnified. 
 
Resettlement needs 
 
Chad: There are 242,000 Sudanese refugees in Chad,119 mainly from Darfur. It is anticipated that 
resettlement will continue to play an important role in securing solutions for this population, given 
the absence of meaningful prospects for self-reliance, particularly in the east. In October 2008, 
rampant armed attacks forced aid agencies to suspend critical humanitarian assistance to 
thousands of displaced people in eastern Chad. At least 2,500 Sudanese need urgent 
resettlement, with UNHCR having capacity to refer 1,000.    
 
Central African Republic (CAR): 4,600 Sudanese reside in the CAR.120  During 2008, Sudanese 
refugees were subjected by the security forces to arbitrary arrest and detention and to roadside 
stops and harassment, as well as by unidentified armed groups. The camps faced serious water 
and sanitation challenges. In November 2008, those who lived near the Sudanese border were on 
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Humanitarian Profile No.33”, October 1, 2008, p. 8, 
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edge, as a recent assault by rebel fighters had caused three-quarters of the population to flee in 
panic. Aid workers are still trying to track down many of the vulnerable residents, including 
Sudanese refugees from nearby camps, who fled to the bush after the attack on the night of 8 
November and have not yet returned. UNHCR will continue to provide protection and assistance to 
those who are from South Darfur. Refugees with specific protection concerns or for whom neither 
repatriation nor local integration are viable options, will be referred for resettlement in 2009.  
UNHCR expects to identify 30 refugees with resettlement needs and has capacity to refer all 30. 
 
Egypt: There are about 23,700 Sudanese refugees in Egypt.121 Many Sudanese refugees are 
forced to consider voluntary repatriation because of difficult conditions in Egypt. Economic 
hardship makes it impossible to bring family members to Egypt. Unemployment, insufficient 
education opportunities, limited access to healthcare, high housing costs and integration difficulties 
are some of the biggest challenges faced by refugees. Of the 23,700 refugees, UNHCR estimates 
that 100 refugees will need urgent resettlement and has capacity to refer all 100. 
 
Uganda: The Sudanese refugee population at the end of May 2008 was about 60,000 and most 
originate from southern Sudan.  For the most part, the population is longstanding. Prospects of 
integration in Uganda are limited; however, most Sudanese refugees have reasonable prospects 
for repatriation.  Approximately 300 have been identified for resettlement in 2009, with capacity to 
refer 100. 
 
Other countries: Other Sudanese refugees requiring resettlement include: 100 from Ghana 
(UNHCR has capacity to refer 100), 60 from Lebanon (capacity to refer 30) and 30 from Saudi 
Arabia (capacity to refer 30). 
 
Overall, across more than seven countries, at least 3,120 Sudanese refugees require resettlement, 
of which UNHCR can refer 1,390.  Sudanese who require urgent resettlement include: 

• Persons with legal and physical protection needs; 
• Women at risk; 
• Persons with limited prospects for local integration; 
• Refugees with medical needs, including torture/violence trauma recovery; and 
• Family reunification. 

 

9.2 The Middle East and South West Asia 
 
9.2.1 Afghanistan 
 
The country's human rights record remained poor due to the continuing insurgency, weak 
governmental and traditional institutions, corruption, drug trafficking and the country's legacy of 
three decades of conflict. There were extrajudicial killings, torture, restrictions on freedoms of 
religion, movement and association, violence and societal discrimination against women, religious 
converts and minorities, trafficking in persons and child labour. The Taliban increasingly attacked 
civilian and international targets by means of targeted suicide bombings, using automatically and 
remotely detonated bombs and landmines and the use of civilians as shields, causing deaths and 
injuries, the restriction of areas available for cultivation and impeding the return of refugees to 
mine-affected regions, particularly in the provinces bordering Iran and Pakistan.  In the first seven 
months of 2008, at least 540 Afghan civilians were killed in fighting related to the armed conflict. Of 
those, at least 367 died during attacks by the various insurgent forces and 173 died during US or 
NATO attacks. It was reported that at least 119 were killed by US or NATO airstrikes.122   
 
Afghanistan’s economy and society are still fragile after decades of warfare that have left 
approximately two million people dead, 700,000 widows and orphans and about one million Afghan 
children who were born and raised in refugee camps outside Afghanistan. More than 3.5 million 
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Afghan refugees have since returned, although a comparable number remain outside Afghanistan. 
More than 20,000 returnees in 2008 are living in spontaneous camps in eastern Afghanistan, 
unable to return to their place of origin due to insecurity, landlessness, personal enmity or lack of 
livelihood possibilities. Further displacements have been caused by the drought and food 
shortages, as well as fighting in the southern region. IDP profiling has identified over 210,000 IDPs 
(excluding battle-affected IDPs) of whom 166,000 represent the protracted caseload of displaced 
persons between 1998-2002 by a combination of drought, conflict and human rights abuses 
(approximately 120,000 in the South, 36,000 in the West, 7,000 in the Central, 12,000 in the 
Southeast and 1,800 in the North and Northeast).  
  
Resettlement needs 
 
Iran: Iran hosts 920,000 registered Afghan refugees, of whom 200,000 are children who were born 
in the past six years.  26,000 of the refugees live in six camps.  The Iranian government estimates 
that 1.5 million unregistered Afghans are living illegally in the country. The Afghan refugee 
population contains victims of tribal or ethnic violence, intellectuals, political activists, women at 
risk, unaccompanied minors and former Peoples Democratic Party of Afghanistan members. In 
May 2007, Iran expelled 100,000 refugees back to Afghanistan. Among these were families and 
vulnerable individuals, including children, single women and the elderly and infirm. Some of those 
deported lived in Iran for decades.  Many received no warning that they would be deported and 
many were separated from their families. There were reports of a small number of registered 
refugees being deported as well.123 By the end of 2007, 363,000 had been deported. In 2008, the 
hardened stance towards registered Afghan refugees has continued, through the imposition of 
municipal taxes, revoking residence permits and restricting access to work, education and welfare.  
UNHCR has identified 88,000 refugees in need of resettlement, with capacity to refer only 1,200. 
 
Pakistan: Pakistan hosts 2.1 million Afghan refugees. The government did not grant refugee status 
but in practice provided protection against refoulement. Police in some cases demanded bribes 
from Afghan refugees. There were credible reports that members of the intelligence services 
harassed refugees during counter-terrorism operations. Refugees faced societal discrimination and 
abuse from local communities, who resented economic competition and blamed refugees for high 
crime rates. The majority of registered Afghans (82%) do not intend to return to Afghanistan in the 
near future because of the lack of security, shelter and livelihood. Those above five years of age 
received Proof of Registration cards valid until the end of 2009, with health and education services 
provided to them, recognising them as Afghans living temporarily in Pakistan. UNHCR has 
identified 171,600 refugees in need of resettlement, with capacity to refer 1,500.  
 
Uzbekistan: There are 973 registered Afghan refugees in the country. The government rejects any 
responsibility to provide protection or continued residence to asylum seekers and refugees on its 
territory, treating them in practice as irregular migrants and therefore liable to arrest, detention, 
deportation and refoulement if they do not hold valid national passports and Uzbek visas. It is 
extremely difficult, if not impossible for ordinary Afghan refugees to regularise their stay and obtain 
a visa and, having no access to refugee rights, they cannot integrate into Uzbek society and are 
continually afraid that their legal status will be terminated or not extended by the Uzbek authorities. 
The government confirmed to the UNHCR ExCom, at the end of 2007, that all refugees had to 
obtain visas or face deportation. Neither local integration nor repatriation are options for this 
population.  UNHCR considers resettlement an urgent priority for 400 persons of this group, with 
capacity to refer 50. 
 
Other countries: Smaller numbers of Afghan refugees also reside in the Russian Federation, 
Kazakhstan, Turkey, India, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, Indonesia, Kyrgyzstan and Belarus. 
 

                                                
123 UK Border Agency, Home Office, Country of Origin Information Report: Iran, 15 August 2008, 
http://www.ecoi.net/file_upload/1329_1221139908_iran-030908.pdf 
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Overall, 260,662 Afghan refugees worldwide require resettlement, of which UNHCR has capacity 
to refer 3,316.  Afghanis who require urgent resettlement include persons with urgent protection 
needs (whose life, liberty, safety, health or fundamental human rights are at risk). 
 
9.2.2 Iran 
 
The government's poor human rights record worsened and it continued to commit serious abuses. 
Security forces committed acts of politically motivated abductions, torture and severe sanctioned 
punishments, including death by stoning, amputation, flogging and excessive use of force against 
and imprisonment of demonstrators. Vigilante groups with ties to the government committed acts of 
violence. The government placed severe restrictions on freedom of religion. Official corruption and 
a lack of government transparency persisted. Violence and legal and societal discrimination 
against women, ethnic and religious minorities and homosexuals, as well as trafficking in persons 
and incitement to anti-Semitism remained problems. On 18 December 2007, for the fifth 
consecutive year, the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution expressing "deep concern at 
ongoing systematic violations of human rights."124 
 
Resettlement needs 
 
Iraq: There are 11,135 Iranian refugees in Iraq (Kurds and Arabs).  There are extensive delays to 
obtain documentation which creates restrictions on accessing livelihood and freedom of 
movement. The security situation of Ahwazi Arab families living in the south that had deteriorated 
after the fall of the Saddam Hussein regime continues to remain acute. This is in part due to the 
perceived favourable treatment refugees received from the former regime and the general state of 
lawlessness prevailing throughout Iraq. There is a lack of protection of refugees. At least 10% of 
cases are women at risk. UNHCR has identified an urgent need for resettlement for 900 Iranians – 
600 Ahwazis and 300 Kurds – and has capacity to refer all 900. 
  
Turkey: Turkey hosts 1,668 Iranian refugees.  The Turkish government does not recognise 
refugees other than those from Europe as defined in the original 1951 Convention; however, it 
does provide temporary protection pending UNHCR’s search for durable solutions elsewhere.  
Thus resettlement is the only option for most Iranians, who cannot be repatriated.  UNHCR 
estimates that 1,300 refugees will require resettlement in 2009 and has capacity to refer all 1,300. 
 
Other countries: A smaller number of Iranian refugees also reside in India, Pakistan, Lebanon and 
Indonesia. 
 
The overall number of Iranian refugees identified for resettlement in 2009 is 2,301, with capacity to 
refer 2,281. Iranian refugees requiring urgent resettlement include: 

• Women at risk; 
• Urgent medical cases; and 
• Individuals with acute protection concerns. 

 
9.2.3 Iraq 
 
During the year the Iraqi Security Forces operated with the support of Multi-National Force-Iraq 
against insurgents, terrorists and extralegal militias. Amidst attacks, which caused thousands of 
deaths, Shi'a armed groups fought each other for control of the nine provinces in the South, 
especially in Basrah. Insurgents also carried out a number of attacks against civilians in the North, 
where there were also conflicts among ethnic groups. Civilian authorities generally maintained 
control of the Iraqi Security Forces, although sectarian and party-affiliated militias, which often 
controlled local security, failed to provide even-handed enforcement of the law and frequently 
acted independently. Continuing violence, attacks by terrorists, corruption and dysfunction 
seriously compromised the government's ability to protect human rights.  

                                                
124 US Department of State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices - 2007, 11 March 2008, Iran, 
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2007/100595.htm  
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There continues to be a pervasive climate of violence, misappropriation of official authority by 
sectarian, criminal and extremist groups, arbitrary deprivation of life, disappearances, torture and 
other cruel, inhumane, or degrading treatment or punishment. There were arbitrary arrests and 
detention, arbitrary interference with privacy and home, other abuses in internal conflicts, 
sectarianism and extremist threats and violence and restrictions on religious freedom and on 
freedom of movement.  
 
Corruption remained a severe problem at all levels of government. There were constraints on 
international organisations and nongovernmental organisations' (NGOs) investigations of alleged 
violations of human rights. There was discrimination against and societal abuses of women, ethnic 
and religious minorities, societal discrimination and violence against individuals based on sexual 
orientation and human trafficking. 
 
There are 2,808,000 IDPs – primarily located in the Kurdistan region and the governorates of 
Baghdad and Al Anbar. UNHCR does not advise return for the Iraqis from the northern 
governorates into a situation of internal displacement.125  
 
Resettlement needs 
 
Syria: The population of Iraqi refugees in Syria is thought to range from 750,000 to 1.3 million, or 
even as high as 1.5 million persons.126  Precise figures are difficult to obtain given flows of 
refugees in and out of the country.  In April 2008, 196,300 refugees were registered with UNHCR 
and a total of 300,000 registered refugees were expected by the end of 2008.  Over 80% of Iraqi 
refugees in Syria are of Arab ethnic origin, Chaldeans make up 8.1% and Assyrians 4.2%. The 
majority of refugees live in and around Damascus or other main towns. The government plans to 
tighten the granting and renewal of residency permits to Iraqi refugees. Rising prices, the seasonal 
rise of rents and diminishing savings are resulting in more Iraqi refugees becoming reliant upon 
assistance from UNHCR and other humanitarian organisations. Of the 65,000 refugees with a 
resettlement need, UNHCR has capacity to refer 10,000. 
 
Jordan: About 500,000 Iraqi refugees live in Jordan.  Local integration is not a durable solution in 
Jordan and currently repatriation is not a viable option for the vast majority of Iraqi refugees. For 
those with serious protection needs and/or in an extremely vulnerable situation, resettlement is the 
only sustainable protection option available.  UNHCR has identified 10,000 Iraqis needing 
resettlement and has the capacity to refer all. 
 
Lebanon: Of an estimated 50,200 Iraqi refugees in Lebanon, 10,086 are registered with UNHCR.  
8,323 are believed to have a resettlement need and UNHCR has capacity to refer 1,535. 
 
Egypt: Some 70,000 Iraqi refugees may be in Egypt, although only about 10,359 are registered as 
refugees or asylum seekers with UNHCR.  Unemployment, insufficient education opportunities, 
limited access to healthcare, high housing costs and integration difficulties are some of the biggest 
challenges faced by Iraqi refugees in Egypt.  UNHCR has identified an urgent need for 
resettlement for 350 persons, with capacity to refer all 350. 
 
Libya: 1,182 Iraqis are registered as refugees in Libya.  Local integration is not an option and the 
conditions of asylum are extremely difficult.  In January 2008, the Government threatened to deport 
summarily all foreigners without legal status, claiming that none of them was a refugee.  UNHCR 
estimates that 100 Iraqi refugees require resettlement and has capacity to refer all 100. 
 
Iran: About 2 million Iraqi refugees are thought to be living in Iran, having arrived in waves over the 
past 40 years.  This figure includes 4,300 refugees who arrived from mid 2006 to March 2008, 
mostly Shi’a Muslims. The majority of the registered Iraqi refugee population reside in urban 

                                                
125 US Department of State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices - 2007, 11 March 2008, Iraq, 
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2007/100596.htm  
126 Refugee resettlement: performance outcomes 2007 and global projects 2009.  UNHCR, 2008 
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settings and, to a large extent, are self-reliant, though there are still a number of vulnerable 
individuals.  This latter group includes women at risk, former employees of the multinational forces 
and those who were persecuted for religious, political or sectarian reasons.  200 refugees have 
been identified for resettlement in 2009, with a capacity to refer all. 
 
Turkey: 3,000 Iraqi refugees in Turkey are in need of resettlement.  There is no possibility for local 
integration and low prospects for repatriation.  UNHCR has capacity to refer all 3,000. 
 
Saudi Arabia (and Kuwait, UAE, Qatar, Bahrain and Oman): As many as 200,000 Iraqi refugees 
reside in these countries, where there is little chance of local integration.  The majority of refugees 
live in urban settlements.  UNHCR has identified 500 refugees with resettlement needs, with 
capacity to refer all. 
 
Iraqi refugees requiring urgent resettlement include: 

• Women at risk (6.5% of refugees in Lebanon, 22% in Turkey, 26% in Syria, 27% in Jordan, 
30% in Egypt) – at least 4, 302 individuals. There is a high number of women at risk among 
the refugees as a direct result of the number of males killed in Iraq; 

• Unaccompanied minors; 
• Survivors of torture and violence, including sexual and gender based violence and/or 

detention and abduction (at least 22,141 individuals); 
• Persons with a serious medical condition; 
• High profile persons; 
• Persons at risk of refoulement; 

• Persons targeted because of their ethnic or religious background; 
• Family reunification; 
• Persons who worked with the multinational forces; and 
• Stateless persons. 

 
9.2.4 Palestinian refugees from Iraq 
 
The Palestinian community in Iraq dates from 1948, when a group of 5,000 people accompanied 
an Iraqi army unit operating in Palestine back to Baghdad after they were expelled from their 
homes during the conflict that erupted from Israel's founding. Additional Palestinians went to 
Baghdad after being expelled from Kuwait in the aftermath of the first Gulf War in 1991.  
 
The consequences of the US intervention have proved disastrous for the Palestinians. As the 
communal violence and the insurgency grew, armed militias as well as the Ministry of Interior 
considered the Palestinians to be a community that lacked allegiance to Iraq and were perceived to 
have been protected by Saddam Hussein. Palestinians have increasingly been targets of violence, 
kidnapping and death threats. By 2006 the situation had become untenable for many in Iraq and 
hundreds of thousands of Iraqis, including members of the Palestinian community, sought refuge in 
neighbouring countries. Unlike Iraqi citizens, however, Palestinians were denied entry to Syria and 
Jordan, except for a small group placed in Al Hol camp just inside the border of Al-Hassakah 
Governorate in the far northeast of the country. A second group ended up in a camp in the seven-
kilometre long no-man’s-land between Syria and Iraq at Al Tanf, while a third group was blocked 
from entering this zone and were placed in a camp at Al Waleed, on the Iraqi side of the border. 
Nearly 3,000 Palestinian refugees from Iraq are stranded in these camps, with about 4,000 living 
illegally in Damascus. Of the estimated 34,000 Palestinians in Iraq in 2003, less than 15,000 
remain.127  
 
Resettlement needs 
 
Having fled killings, kidnappings, torture and death threats, about 3,000 Palestinian refugees from 
Iraq are currently stranded in three camps along the border between Syria and Iraq.  Denied 

                                                
127 See Refugee Council USA and others, From Fast Death to Slow Death: Palestinian Refugees from Iraq Trapped on the Syria-Iraq Border, 
Summary Report of an International NGO Delegation, 24 November 2008. 
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asylum and refugee rights, they are extremely vulnerable in poorly situated camps  With the Syrian 
government and the Palestinian Liberation Organisation both open to third country resettlement on 
humanitarian grounds and on the basis of the individual choice of the refugees, the challenge now 
lies with both traditional and emerging resettlement countries, in collaboration with UNHCR, to 
accept these Palestinian refugees from Iraq for resettlement, allowing the inhospitable camps to be 
closed.128  
 
Situation in the camps 
 
Al Hol: Originally built by the Syrian government for refugees it anticipated would flee from Iraq 
during the first Gulf War, Al Hol camp now houses about 340 Palestinians. Its location in Syria 
provides a measure of protection and stability compared to Al Tanf and Al Waleed. The problems 
stem from the camp’s extreme isolation and the restrictions placed by the Syrian government on 
the rights of the residents to travel and work. The Palestinians here had their travel documents 
confiscated by the Syrian government upon arrival.  Despite being the first group to leave Iraq they 
have yet to benefit from resettlement opportunities. 
 
Al Tanf: With a population of 940, this is one of the worst situated refugee camps in the world. It 
lies in the no-man's-land between Syria and Iraq. It is completely exposed on one side to a 
highway, where trucks alternately speed by or sit for hours while waiting to make the border 
crossing. The site itself is in a culvert about 10 feet below the highway, making it a flood plain when 
it rains heavily. About 300 people have been resettled out of the camp over the past year. 
 
Al Waleed: Located inside Iraq just across the border from Al Tanf, this was the last of the three 
camps to be established when the Iraqi authorities decided to prevent Palestinians from entering 
Syria altogether. With a population of 1,750, it is the largest of the three camps. Like Al Tanf, it is 
located along the highway and has the added disadvantage of being close to a Multi-National 
Forces military base, which does not provide any protection. Conditions were abysmal but have 
improved as UNHCR has just facilitated the transfer of the residents to a new camp on the other 
side of the highway. However, the school and health clinic remain in the original location, 
separated by a busy and dangerous road. The fundamental problem with Al Waleed is that it is in 
Iraq, where Palestinians remain highly vulnerable to violence from militias and the government.  
 
Since 2005, UNHCR has submitted a total of 272 Iraqi Palestinian cases (944 persons) in Jordan, 
Syria and Iraq for resettlement. Of these, 166 cases (565 persons) were accepted and 114 cases 
(381 persons) have departed. UNHCR estimates that of the 2,943 Palestinian refugees currently 
living in the three border camps, approximately 358 families (1,278 persons) are considered to be 
highly vulnerable and in urgent need of resettlement.129 
 

9.3 South Asia and South East Asia 

 
9.3.1 Burma (Myanmar) 

 
Since 1962, Burma, with an estimated population of 54 million, has been ruled by a succession of 
highly authoritarian military regimes dominated by the majority ethnic Burman group. The State 
Peace and Development Council, led by Senior General Than Shwe, is the country's de facto 
government. Military officers wield the ultimate authority at each level of government. The military 
government totally controls the country's security forces without civilian oversight. 
 
The government's human rights record worsened during the year. Government security forces 
killed demonstrators during their suppression of pro-democracy protests in September and they 
continued to allow custodial deaths to occur. Government security forces also committed other 
extrajudicial killings, disappearances, rape and torture. In addition, regime sponsored, mass-
member organisations such as the Union Solidarity and Development Association and regime-

                                                
128 Ibid  
129 UNHCR, Resettlement Needs of Palestinian Refugees from Iraq, September 2008. 
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backed "private" militias increasingly engaged in harassment, abuse and the detention of human 
rights and pro-democracy activists. The government continued to detain civic activists indefinitely 
and without charges, including more than 3,000 persons suspected of taking part in pro-democracy 
demonstrations in September and October 2007. According to NGOs and foreign diplomatic 
representatives, at year's end there were more than 2,000 political prisoners, including at least 15 
MPs elect. National League for Democracy General Secretary Aung San Suu Kyi and Vice 
Chairman Tin Oo remain under house arrest. The government routinely infringes on citizens' 
privacy and restricts freedom of speech, press, assembly, association, religion and movement. 
Detainees are routinely subjected to harsh interrogation techniques designed to intimidate and 
disorient. Corruption and impunity are serious problems due to a government imposed system 
whereby police are required to collect funds for their operations.  
 
The army continued its attacks on ethnic minority villagers in Bago Division and Karen and Shan 
states to drive them from their traditional land. The government continued its practice of 
conscripting ethnic minorities for service as military porters in Bago Division and Karen, Kachin, 
Kayah and northern Rakhine states. Forced relocations in rural areas continued during the year. 
The relocations reportedly were often accompanied by rapes, executions and demands for forced 
labour to build infrastructure for military units. For decades, successive military governments have 
applied a strategy of forced relocation of ethnic minority groups in an effort to deny support to 
armed ethnic groups. While less frequent than in rural areas, reports persisted of forced relocation 
in urban areas. The government reportedly continued to forcibly relocate some urban households 
for "security" reasons.130  
 
On 2-3 May 2008, a cyclone devastated the delta of the Irrawaddy (south-west of Myanmar). At 
least 130,000 died and 2.4 million were affected. The junta obstructed access to the international 
expertise, aid and provision of materials for the victims. When, after lengthy negotiations, the 
government allowed some aid to enter the country, the army confiscated it to be used or sold for 
their profit. The population was exposed to disease and was at an increased risk of famine and, 
ultimately, death.  
 
Continuing conflict in Karen State has displaced 27,000 civilians. It is estimated that 95,000 IDPs 
are hiding in conflict zones with limited access to food, healthcare and education. Health indicators 
among the displaced population are some of the worst in the world, with 12% suffering malaria, 
malnutrition, high risk of injury from landmines and armed conflict and high rates of infant mortality. 
The total number of IDPs in eastern Myanmar recorded by the Thailand Burma Border Consortium 
and its partners in October 2007 was 503,000. These included 295,000 people in ceasefire zones, 
99,000 IDPs “in-hiding” in the jungle and 109,000 IDPs in relocation sites.131  
 
Resettlement needs 
 
Thailand: As of November 2008, there were about 117,000 Burmese refugees who were officially 
registered with UNHCR and another 8,700 asylum seekers pending assessment.  The actual 
refugee population is higher, with estimates ranging from 140,000 to 145,000 in the nine official 
camps on the Thai-Burma border.132,133,134 There are many ethnic groups among the refugees, with 
Karen comprising about 61% of the population, Karenni 17%, Tenasserim 7%, Pegu 6%, Mon 5% 
and 3% from other ethnicities.135  The Thai government does not allow concrete floors or public 
power supplies to be constructed in refugee camps. In addition, an estimated 50,000 to 300,000 
Burmese reside outside of the camps.136  Under Thai law, any refugees found outside the camps 

                                                
130 US Department of State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices - 2007, 11 March 2008, Burma, 
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2007/100515.htm  
131 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, ‘Estimates of internally displaced persons in Burma (February 2008)’, http://www.internal-
displacement.org/idmc/website/countries.nsf/(httpEnvelopes)/77C12CB7338CDAC9C12573E20054F7F7?OpenDocument  
132 UNHCR, Global Appeal 2009 Update, Thailand report.  http://www.unhcr.org/publ/PUBL/4922d42d0.pdf 
133 UNHCR, Refugee Resettlement: Performance outcomes 2007 and global projections 2009, 30 June 2008 
134 USCRI 2008 World Refugee Survey.  http://www.refugees.org/countryreports.aspx?id=2174 
135 Thai Burma Border Consortium, Burmese border refugee sites with population figures – November 2008.  http://www.tbbc.org/camps/2008-11-
nov-map-tbbc-unhcr.pdf  
136 USCRI 2008 World Refugee Survey, op cit 
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are considered to be illegal migrants and are subject to arrest, detention and deportation.  
According to the United States Committee for Refugees and Immigrants (USCRI’s) 2008 World 
Refugee Survey, nearly 25,400 Burmese were deported from Thailand in 2008 for illegal entry.  
This is actually an improvement on USCRI’s estimates for 2007, when 10,000 Burmese were being 
deported from Thailand each month. UNHCR has identified a resettlement need for 22,000 
Burmese refugees (with capacity to refer all). 
 
Bangladesh: 28,810 Rohingya refugees are residing in two official refugee camps in Nayapara and 
Kutupalong, located in the south-eastern tip of Bangladesh in the Cox’s Bazaar district.  All have 
been recognised by the Government of Bangladesh as refugees on a prima facie basis.  Of the 
camp refugees, 56% are under the age of 18.  There are perhaps as many as 200,000 
unregistered refugees living outside the camps.137  UNHCR has also recognised a much smaller 
number of non-Rohingya Burmese refugees in Bangladesh (less than 186 individuals), the majority 
of whom are of Rakhine (Buddhist) and Chin (Christian) ethnicity and who reside in urban areas. 
Overall, UNHCR has projected a resettlement need for 490 camp-based refugees and 10 urban 
refugees (of which they can refer all 500). 
 
Malaysia: Malaysia hosts nearly 70,000 Burmese refugees, including 25,000 ethnic Chin, 20,000 
Mon, 12,000 to 13,500 Rohingya and other minorities.138  Some reside in the capital, Kuala Lumpur 
but many others live in makeshift camps outside the city or in the distant Cameron Highlands.139  
UNHCR gave Burmese Rohingyas temporary protection as a group, but Rohingya with prima facie 
recognition were not eligible for resettlement (unless they had been arrested and detained by 
authorities, in which case they would be given full interviews by UNHCR).  UNHCR performed 
individual status determinations for non-Rohingya Burmese asylum seekers.140 UNHCR has 
identified 13,000 refugees that are in need of resettlement (of which UNHCR can refer 8,200). 
 
India: An estimated 60,000 to 80,000 Chin refugees from Burma are living in the Mizoram hills in 
India, where UNHCR does not operate.  To be registered as refugees, they must make an arduous 
and expensive journey to Delhi.  There are now 1,849 Burmese refugees in Delhi.  Life for 
Burmese refugees in Delhi is extremely difficult as they must compete for limited resources with 
the local poverty-stricken population and also face additional discrimination due to their ethnicity.141  
Women and children refugees in Delhi have been particularly subject to exacerbated levels of 
sexual and gender-based violence.  Resettlement has been identified as the only durable solution 
which addresses all the problems faced by this population.  Of the 1,849 Burmese refugees in 
Delhi, UNHCR has identified a resettlement need for 800, with capacity to refer 750. 
 
Burmese refugees requiring urgent resettlement include: 

• Women at risk; 
• Persons in need of legal and physical protection; 
• Persons with medical needs; and 
• Family reunification. 

 
9.3.2 Sri Lanka 
 
Renewed hostilities broke out between the government security forces and the Liberation Tigers of 
Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in 2006 and have since escalated. The government's respect for human rights 
continued to decline due in part to the escalation of the armed conflict. While ethnic Tamils 
composed approximately 16% of the overall population, the overwhelming majority of victims of 
human rights violations, such as killings and disappearances, were young male Tamils. Credible 
reports cited unlawful killings by government agents, assassinations by unknown perpetrators, 
politically motivated killings and child soldier recruitment by paramilitary forces associated with the 
government, disappearances, arbitrary arrests and detention, poor prison conditions, denial of fair 
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138 USCRI 2008 World Refugee Survey, Malaysia report. http://www.refugees.org/countryreports.aspx?id=2156  
139 Forced Migration Review, Without refuge: Chin refugees in India and Malaysia, A. Alexander, FMR 30, April 2008. 
140 USCRI 2008 World Refugee Survey, Malaysia report.  http://www.refugees.org/countryreports.aspx?id=2156  
141 Forced Migration Review, op cit 
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public trial, government corruption and lack of transparency, infringement of religious freedom, 
infringement of freedom of movement and discrimination against minorities. The government used 
paramilitary groups to assist its military forces in fighting the LTTE.142 
 

There were numerous reports that the army, police and pro-government paramilitary groups 
participated in armed attacks against civilians and practised torture, kidnapping, hostage-taking 
and extortion with impunity. The situation deteriorated particularly in the government-controlled 
Jaffna peninsula. By year's end, extrajudicial killings occurred in Jaffna almost on a daily basis and 
were allegedly perpetrated by military intelligence units or associated paramilitaries. Government 
security forces used the broad 2005 emergency regulations to detain civilians arbitrarily, including 
journalists and members of civil society. According to credible sources, including UN Special 
Rapporteur on Torture Manfred Nowak, the use of torture by police and security forces to extract 
admissions and confessions was endemic and conducted with impunity. In addition, the 
emergency regulations make confessions obtained under any circumstance, including by torture, 
sufficient to detain a person until the individual is brought to court. The LTTE, which maintained 
control of large sections of the north, continued to attack civilians and engage in torture and 
arbitrary arrest and detention, denied fair, public trials, arbitrarily interfered with privacy, denied 
freedom of speech, press, assembly and association and practised forced recruitment.  
 

As noted in the HRW report Recurring Nightmare - State Responsibility for ‘Disappearances’ and 
Abductions in Sri Lanka, released in March 2008, “The resumption of major military operations 
between the government of Sri Lanka and the LTTE in mid-2006 has brought the return of a 
haunting phenomenon from the country’s past: the widespread abduction and ‘disappearance’ of 
young men by the parties to the conflict. Enforced disappearances have again become a salient 
feature of the conflict. Disappearances have primarily occurred in the conflict areas in the country’s 
north and east – namely the districts of Jaffna, Mannar, Batticaloa, Ampara and Vavuniya. A large 
number of cases have also been reported in Colombo”.143 The vast majority of the victims are 
ethnic Tamils, although Muslims and Sinhalese have also been targeted.  
 

The protracted armed conflict in Sri Lanka has led to 70,000 deaths and the internal displacement 
of over one million people. At present almost half a million people, out of the country’s population 
of 21 million, remain internally displaced. In July 2008, the figure was 450,000.144 
 
Resettlement needs 
 

Thailand: UNHCR has identified 300 Sri Lankan refugees in need of resettlement in Thailand (with 
a capacity to refer 100).  As with any refugees who are not living in the official refugee camps for 
Burmese, Sri Lankan refugees are considered to be illegal migrants.  They do not have any local 
integration options. 
 

Indonesia: Another 90 Sri Lankan refugees in Indonesia need resettlement (UNHCR has capacity 
to refer all).  Resettlement solutions for Sri Lankan refugees in Indonesia have been problematic as 
the majority of cases have had some level of involvement with the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 
(LTTE), though mostly of a non-violent nature. 
 
People’s Republic of China (PRC): 70 refugees in the PRC (including Hong Kong) have been 
identified as having resettlement needs (UNHCR has capacity to refer all).  Local integration is not 
permitted in China. 
 

                                                
142 US Department of State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices - 2007, 11 March 2008, Sri Lanka, 
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2007/100620.htm 
143 Human Rights Watch, Recurring Nightmare - State Responsibility for ‘Disappearances’ and Abductions in Sri Lanka, March 2008, 
http://www.hrw.org/en/reports/2008/03/05/recurring-nightmare-0 
144 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, 'Number of IDPs has reduced in 2008 but still remains at more than 450,000 (July 2008), 
http://www.internal-displacement.org/idmc/website/countries.nsf/(httpEnvelopes)/D9843693379A8736C12574A400645784?OpenDocument  
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9.3.3 Bhutan 

 
Approximately 13% of Bhutan’s population (or 82,000 people) are Hindus of ethnic Nepali origin 
(also known as Lhotsampas, from southern Bhutan).  These are the ones that remained in Bhutan 
after 100,000 Lhotsampas were evicted in the 1990s and are still classed as ‘non-nationals’.  In 
2008, they continued to face persistent discrimination, a denial of their civil and political rights 
(such as the right to vote) and political, economic and cultural exclusion.  For example, they face 
harassment in obtaining the ‘No Objection Certificate’, which is required for enrolment in higher 
education, employment in government services, buying and selling land and obtaining business 
licenses and travel documents.145 Bhutan remains steadfast in its refusal to accept the return of the 
refugees or to recognise the Lhotsampas as Bhutanese nationals. 
 
Resettlement needs 
About 100,000 Bhutanese refugees reside in Nepal and most live in seven official camps located in 
the Jhapa and Morang districts in eastern Nepal.  Another 116 individuals (41 households) are 
registered with the Government of Nepal and are officially living outside the camps.  The vast 
majority of refugees arrived in Nepal between 1990 and 1993 and have been languishing in 
overcrowded refugee camps for 16 years.  In March 2008, a fire destroyed 80% of the huts in the 
Goldhap camp, leaving some 10,000 people homeless. Reconstruction at Goldhap has been 
completed, but other camps face similar hazards.146 The Bhutanese refugees are restricted to the 
camps and prohibited from engaging in income-generating activities, even within the camp 
confines.147 
 
In 2008, for the first time in 17 years, significant progress was made to alleviate the protracted 
situation of the encamped refugees in Nepal.  Since March 2008, over 8,000 refugees have been 
resettled in third countries (including 7,500 in the US and 365 in Australia).  Many more 
resettlement places have been offered – up to a total of 60,000 by the US and 10,000 by other 
countries including Australia.  If resettlement continues at expected levels, the number of camp 
residents will decrease to 76,000 by the end of 2009.  At this stage, just under 50% of the camp 
population has declared an interest in resettlement.148  Once there is a large decrease in the 
refugee population, the Government of Nepal may become amenable to discussing local 
integration as a durable solution. 
 
There are currently 30,031 Bhutanese refugees with an identified resettlement need, of which 
UNHCR can refer 28,531.  Bhutanese refugees requiring urgent resettlement include: 

• Persons with medical needs; 
• Survivors of violence and torture; 
• Women at risk; 
• Unaccompanied/separated minors; 
• Elderly persons; and 
• Persons with legal and physical protection needs 

 

                                                
145 Human Rights Watch (2008), Country reports: Bhutan, http://www.hrw.org/en/asia/bhutan 
146 UNHCR, Global Appeal 2009 Update. 
147 Forced Migration Review (2007), Resettlement for Bhutanese refugees, C. Lænkholm, FMR 29, December 2007. 
http://www.fmreview.org/FMRpdfs/FMR29/59-60.pdf 
148 UN News Service (2008), More than 5,000 Bhutanese refugees resettled from Nepal with UN help, 23 September 2008.  
http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/48ec79e71e.html  
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10. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Section 2: THE INTERNATIONAL RESETTLEMENT CONTEXT  
 

Responding to the global refugee situation – 2.1 
 

1. RCOA recommends that the Australian Government work actively with UNHCR to encourage 
other nations to expand or develop refugee resettlement programs, offering practical support to 
governments willing to develop resettlement programs. 
 

Australia’s support for UNHCR – 2.4 
 

2. RCOA welcomes the Australian Government’s recognition of the importance of UNHCR’s role 
evidenced by a significant increase in its overall financial contribution to UNHCR in 2008-09, but 
recommends that, in the 2009-10 Budget, consideration be given to increasing the amount of core 
funding for UNHCR as a proportion of the total contribution.  
 

A ‘whole of government’ approach to international protection – 2.5 
 

3. RCOA recommends that the Australian Government explore opportunities for developing a more 
balanced and consistent response to uprooted people by developing a more integrated whole of 
government approach to asylum seekers, refugees and IDPs, involving greater program and policy 
coordination across key government portfolios and dialogue with a broader cross section of human 
rights, humanitarian, development and refugee agencies. 
 

4. RCOA calls on the Australian Government to better balance migration management policies with 
those aimed at promoting more effective protection in Asia-Pacific countries, including through 
recognising the important role of civil society in this process and providing support for the recently 
established Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Network. 
 
Section 3: REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT IN AUSTRALIA 
 

The impact of refugee settlement on Australia – 3.3 
 

5. RCOA recommends that DIAC commission further research on the economic and social 
contributions of Australia’s 730,000 post-war refugee and humanitarian migrants, to inform future 
planning of the Refugee and Humanitarian Program. 
 
Section 4: FAMILY REUNION AND THE HUMANITARIAN PROGRAM 
 

Community perspectives – 4.1 
 

6. RCOA recommends that the Australian Government apply the UNHCR Resettlement 
Handbook’s definition of family when determining refugee and humanitarian visa applications. 
 

Reviewing the Special Humanitarian Program – 4.3 
 

7. RCOA recommends that, to inform public discussion about the future of the SHP, DIAC release 
quantitative and qualitative information about the types of SHP applications being received, how 
applications are being assessed and the criteria used in determining which applications are 
successful. 
 

8. RCOA recommends that the Australian Government cover the cost of airfares for SHP entrants 
and/or implement the other recommendations outlined in the RCOA report, Who Bears the Cost of 
Australia’s Special Humanitarian Program? (see 4.3.2) 
 

9. RCOA recommends that funding be made available, either through the Immigration Advice and 
Application Assistance Scheme or a similar program, for non fee charging migration agents to 
provide assistance to people lodging SHP applications. 
 

10. RCOA recommends that DIAC improve its feedback to people whose SHP proposals are 
unsuccessful, in line with recommendations of the Commonwealth Ombudsman’s Report 15/2007. 
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Developing a Humanitarian Family Reunion Visa – 4.4 
 

11. RCOA recommends that: 
• a specific Humanitarian Family Reunion visa category be developed, linked numerically to the 

Special Humanitarian Program and offering settlement support for new arrivals; and 
• special priority be given to processing applications from former temporary protection and 

temporary humanitarian visa holders seeking to reunite with their families. 
 

12. RCOA recommends that applications for family reunion under the humanitarian program 
should be determined without reference to regional targets. 
 
Reuniting families separated by resettlement to different countries – 4.5 
 

13. RCOA recommends that the Australian Government: 
• conduct research into the extent to which families have been separated by resettlement in 

different countries; 
• initiate discussions with the United States, Canada and UNHCR about strategies to resolve 

these issues and prevent future problems occurring. 
 
Forging aid and development partnerships with refugee diasporas – 4.6 
 

14. RCOA recommends that AusAID and DIAC explore the option of aid and development 
partnerships with refugee diasporas in Australia to support viable repatriation and integration 
programs in countries of origin and asylum. 
 
Common concerns regarding SHP and Refugee visas – 4.7 
 

15. RCOA recommends that DIAC examine strategies to resolve the following concerns about 
refugee and humanitarian visa travel documents: 

• delays in getting errors corrected; 
• problems caused by documents being issued to only one member of a family; 
• the failure of some government agencies and companies to recognise the documents as a 

valid form of identity. 
 

16. RCOA recommends that DIAC assess the situation of each family or individual whose 
departure to Australia is delayed by a failed pre-departure medical check, to determine whether 
special assistance is required while their health status is resolved. 

 
Section 5: REVIEWING THE REFUGEE AND HUMANITARIAN PROGRAM 
 
Two priorities: refugee resettlement and family reunion – 5.2 
 

17. RCOA recommends that the majority of the offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program be 
allocated to the Refugee Program in 2009-10 and in future years. 
 
Retaining flexibility to respond to humanitarian needs – 5.3 
 

18. RCOA recommends that, following the release of the information suggested in 
Recommendation 7, DIAC commence a review of the Special Humanitarian Program, inviting 
public comment on its future role in the Refugee and Humanitarian Program. 
 
Breaking the link between the offshore and onshore programs – 5.4 
 

19. RCOA recommends that the offshore Refugee and Humanitarian Program numbers be 
determined independently of onshore protection visa grants. 
 
Working towards a larger program – 5.5 
 

20. RCOA recommends that the Australian Government increase the offshore refugee and 
humanitarian program over five years from 13,750 places in 2009-10 to 20,000 in 2013-14. 
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Building cooperation between resettlement states – 5.6 
 

21. RCOA recommends that Australia foster discussion among resettlement countries about how 
to work together in resettlement planning to reduce dispersal of homogenous groups of refugees, 
thereby enabling each country to improve settlement responses. 
 

Multi-year planning for regional programs – 5.7 
 

22. RCOA recommends that the Australian Government explore multi-year planning options 
including: 
• allocating up to half of the available Refugee program places five years in advance to the 

resettlement of people from a variety of seriously protracted refugee situations; 
• deciding on regional priorities for a particular program year 12 months in advance, to facilitate 

planning of all aspects of the resettlement process; 
• developing options to maintain sufficient flexibility in the program to be able to respond at short 

notice if a critical situation requires an immediate resettlement response. 
 

Summary – 5.8 
 

The priorities for the Refugee and Humanitarian Program recommended above are summarised in 
the following table: 
 

Program Scope of the program 2009-10 places 
Refugee 
program 

No change to the current Refugee program.  Regional targets 
based principally on UNHCR’s identified global resettlement 
priorities. 

7,250 places 

Humanitarian 
Family 
Reunion 
Program 

Focused on immediate family, including relatives and adopted 
family members for whom a relationship of dependency can be 
demonstrated. Applications determined on needs basis, with no 
regional targets applied. 

Special 
Humanitarian 
Program 

The current SHP minus the split family reunion aspect, while 
further discussion occurs about longer term priorities. 

6,500 places divided 
across both 
programs on a 
needs basis 

 

The allocation of places to each program would be subject to reviews in 2009-10 and 2010-11, 
taking into account levels of demand for the new Humanitarian Family Reunion Visa and any 
changes to the Special Humanitarian Program.  Possible targets for each year could be as follows: 
 

  2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 

Refugee program       7,250       8,500     9,500     10,500     11,500  

Humanitarian Family Reunion 

Special Humanitarian Program 
      6,500 7,000          7,500       8,000  8,500  

Total     13,750     15,500     17,000     18,500     20,000  
Available for allocation in advance to 
protracted refugee situations       3,625       4,250       4,750       5,250       5,750  

 
Section 6: FUNDING AND PLANNING OF SETTLEMENT SERVICES 
 

The Integrated Humanitarian Settlement Strategy – 6.2 
 

23. The IHSS review scheduled in 2009 provides a timely opportunity to review the effectiveness of 
the current model of settlement service provision. The fact that current IHSS contracts end in 2010 
should, in RCOA’s view, provide an opportunity for additional and more fundamental evaluation of 
current arrangements, including the competitive tendering of on-arrival services. 
 

The Settlement Grants Program – 6.3 
 

24. RCOA recommends that: 
• Settlement Grants Program (SGP) funding be for minimum durations of two, three or four years 

and that provision for an appropriate level of core funding is included within contracts to ensure 
sustainability and staff retention. 
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• Greater flexibility be introduced to allow humanitarian entrants access to SGP services beyond 
the first five years of arrival in appropriate and defined circumstances. 

 
Complex Case Support – 6.4 
 

25. RCOA recommends that in 2009 DIAC undertake a comprehensive review of the first year of 
operation of the Complex Case Support program in close consultation with service providers, 
community representatives and humanitarian entrants themselves. 
 
Improving cultural orientation post-arrival – 6.5 
 

26. RCOA recommends that DIAC conduct or commission a review of post-arrival cultural 
orientation to assess the availability of appropriate and effective programs to all who may require it. 
 
The role of volunteers in settlement service delivery – 6.6 
 

27. RCOA recommends that DIAC review the current role of volunteers in the IHSS and SHP, 
seeking good practice models to inform planning for both programs. 
 
Rural and regional settlement – 6.7 
 

28. RCOA recommends that DIAC commission research on why refugees move into or away from 
regional areas and what impact this has on their settlement in Australia, to better inform future 
planning of regional resettlement initiatives. 

 
Section 7: SETTLEMENT ISSUES AND CHALLENGES 
 
Housing – 7.1 
 

29. RCOA recommends that DIAC, in consultation with State agencies and other Federal 
departments, coordinate a comprehensive housing strategy to address the specific needs of 
refugee and humanitarian entrants. 
 

30. RCOA recommends that DIAC explore options for partnerships with the community housing 
sector to provide on-arrival accommodation and work to develop the provision of housing designed 
to accommodate humanitarian entrants for up to three years following arrival. 
 

31. RCOA recommends that greater resources be allocated to IHSS and SGP providers for 
housing support services to reflect current challenges in accessing affordable housing and that 
consideration be given to extending these services to SHP entrants. 
 

32. RCOA recommends that DIAC fund and encourage SGP providers nationwide to include 
housing advocacy and support in funding proposals, including training on tenancy rights and 
responsibilities. 
 

33. RCOA recommends that DIAC develop resources on good practice models on housing 
advocacy and support for distribution among IHSS and SGP providers and other agencies. 
 

34. RCOA recommends that DIAC extend access to the Translating and Interpreting Service (TIS) 
to all real estate agents, and work with the Real Estate Institute of Australia on improving housing 
solutions for refugees through awareness-raising and incentives such as national or state/territory 
awards recognising good practice. 
 

35. RCOA recommends that urgent attention be given to developing accommodation suitable for 
very large households.  
 
Education and English language training – 7.2 
 

36. RCOA recommends that DIAC explore the greater deployment of bilingual aides and teaching 
assistants in the AMEP to assist pre-literate humanitarian entrants with little or no English. 
 

37. RCOA recommends that the delivery of language training should be more flexible to meet the 
particular needs of humanitarian entrants, that greater attention be paid to avoiding impediments to 
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education caused by Job Network requirements, and that other necessary support for language 
learning such as access to adequate levels of childcare be ensured nationwide. 
 

38. RCOA recommends that DIAC explore the development of new education strategies for 
refugee children and young people that better reflect their needs, including by investigating how 
existing educational programs offered by schools and TAFE colleges could be adapted to meet the 
learning needs of teenagers with limited prior formal education. 
 
Employment and income support – 7.3 
 

39. RCOA welcomes the broad changes in direction proposed under the new Employment 
Services model, but urges that their implementation be managed and monitored to ensure that 
humanitarian entrants are streamed into support services appropriate to their needs. RCOA also 
advocates that service providers assisting humanitarian entrants should receive adequate 
resources to meet identified needs.  
 

40. RCOA welcomes the introduction of the Innovation Fund as part of the new Employment 
Services model, but calls on the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations 
(DEEWR) to ensure that the Innovation Fund Panel includes sufficient representation of 
organisations with specialist expertise in assisting refugees and humanitarian entrants. 
 

41. RCOA recommends that DIAC and DEEWR establish a fund to provide subsidies to assist 
humanitarian entrants undertaking bridging courses to have overseas qualifications recognised in 
Australia.  
 

42. RCOA recommends that, as part of the new Employment Services model, humanitarian 
entrants with recognised overseas qualifications should be granted an appropriate period of time 
following their arrival in Australia to obtain employment appropriate to their skill levels.  
 

43. RCOA recommends that DIAC and DEEWR examine ways to encourage recognition by 
employers of employment experience obtained overseas, including through better accreditation 
processes as well as increased support for awareness-raising and training initiatives. 
 

44. RCOA recommends that the Australian Public Service Commission review the requirement that 
applicants for Federal public service positions be Australian citizens, with a view to limiting this 
provision to positions where there is a sound reason for requiring citizenship. 
 

45. RCOA recommends that, as a first step towards a national strategy to reduce the additional 
disadvantage faced by humanitarian entrants who do not have drivers’ licences, DIAC commission 
research on current community responses to this issue. 
 
Health – 7.4 
 

46. RCOA recommends: 
• That the Australian Government work with states and healthcare providers, drawing on existing 

best practice, to develop specialist refugee health services able to deliver consistent and 
culturally appropriate health assessments soon after arrival, as well as systems to better 
coordinate ongoing care. Such strategies could include the establishment of more Refugee 
Health Clinics with interpreters on site in order to address the specific needs of refugees. 

• That national benchmarks be established for health service provision for newly arrived 
refugees and humanitarian entrants, including the development of a standardised health 
screening tool and full immunisation services. 

• That DIAC work collaboratively with all IHSS service providers to ensure a minimum level of 
health support for all humanitarian entrants, both refugee and special humanitarian entrants, 
including a comprehensive health assessment on arrival and appropriate recording of existing 
health conditions identified during pre-departure health checks.  

 

47. RCOA recommends that urgent steps be taken to facilitate the greater use of Translating and 
Interpreting Services (TIS) by General Practitioners, specialists and other health professionals 
through training and awareness-raising, as well as the introduction of financial incentives and 
appropriate sanctions. 
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48. RCOA recommends that a National Refugee Health Database and National Refugee Health 
Network be established and coordinated with Federal Government funding in order to share 
research data, information and models of best practice between States and Territories. 
 
Family issues – 7.5 
 

49. RCOA recommends  
• That DIAC and the Department of Family, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous 

Affairs (FaHCSIA) increase funding for projects which address the support needs of recently 
arrived humanitarian entrant families. 

• That guidance on where to get help with family problems as well as greater information about 
the Australian legal system, including the role of police and government authorities, be included 
in on-arrival orientation for humanitarian entrants. 

• That police and child protection authorities increase cultural awareness training for frontline 
staff and engage community leaders in dialogue about how to conduct interventions in a more 
culturally sensitive manner. 

 
Community relations – 7.6 
 

50. RCOA recommends that the Australian Government pay greater attention to developing public 
education programs focused on promoting positive images of refugees and on helping the 
Australian public understand the role of the offshore humanitarian program and the backgrounds of 
the refugees who have come to Australia.   
 
Availability of interpreters – 7.7 
 

51. RCOA recommends that DIAC prepare a plan which includes strategies to ensure that all 
humanitarian entrants, including new and emerging communities, have access to appropriate 
interpreter services following arrival in Australia. 
 
Citizenship – 7.8 
 

52. RCOA recommends that the Australian Government continue to report regularly on the 
outcomes of citizenship applications and testing arrangements, paying particular attention to how 
refugee and humanitarian migrants are faring in their efforts to become Australian citizens. 

 
Section 8: ONSHORE PROTECTION ISSUES 
 
Key areas requiring reform in 2009 – 8.2 
 

53. RCOA commends the Australian Government on the important reforms it has made to onshore 
protection policy since coming to office, and urges it to maintain a holistic and rights-based 
approach on this pathway to reform in order to ensure that Australia fully complies with its 
obligations to refugees under international law. 
 
The nexus between onshore protection policy and settlement issues – 8.3 
 

54. RCOA recommends that DIAC improve the provision of settlement support services to 
Permanent Protection Visa (PPV) holders who are able to demonstrate a particular need for 
support owing to their individual circumstances, including needs arising from destitution or lack of 
necessary support during the determination of their asylum claims. 
 

55. RCOA recommends that eligibility to apply for family reunion by former Temporary Protection 
Visa (TPV) and Temporary Humanitarian Visa (THV) holders be determined retrospectively, 
including to allow unaccompanied minors who turned 18 while holding TPVs and THVs to remain 
eligible to apply for their parents to join them under the split family provisions of the humanitarian 
program. 
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11. ORGANISATIONS CONSULTED 
 
In the preparation of this submission, RCOA had excellent support from a wide range of 
organisations.  The following is a list of the organisations and community groups that participated 
in our consultations or contributed ideas directly. Organisations which hosted consultation 
gatherings or teleconference hubs are marked with an asterisk. 
 

* ACCES Services Inc, Qld 
ACL, NSW 
* Adult Multicultural Education Services 

(AMES), Vic 
Advanced Personnel Management, NSW 
Afghan United of South Australia, SA 
African Communities Council of South 

Australia, SA 
African Development International, Vic 
African Women's Advocacy Unit, NSW 
* Albany Migrant Resource Centre, WA 
* Albury Wodonga Volunteer Resource Bureau, 

NSW 
Amnesty International Australia, NSW 
Anglicare NT  
Anglicare SA 
Anglicare Sydney, NSW 
ARA Jobs Pty Ltd, SA 
Armidale Sanctuary Humanitarian Settlement, 

NSW 
* Association for Services to Torture and 

Trauma Survivors (ASeTTS), WA 
Assyrian Resource Centre, NSW 
Auburn Public School, NSW 
Australia Karen Organisation, NSW 
Australian Catholic Migrant and Refugee Office, 

ACT 
Australian Football League (AFL), NSW 
Australian National Committee on Refugee 

Women, NSW 
* Australian Red Cross, NSW 
Australian Red Cross, Tas 
* Australian Refugee Association, SA 
Bankstown City Council, NSW 
Barrier Reef Institute of TAFE, Qld 
* Bathurst Information and Neighbourhood 

Centre, NSW 
Bathurst Refugee Support Group, NSW 
* Baulkham Hills Holroyd Parramatta Migrant 

Resource Centre, NSW 
* Blacktown Migrant Resource Centre, NSW 
Bremer TAFE, Qld 
Brimbank City Council, Vic 
Brisbane City Council, Qld 
Burmese Rohingya Community of Australia 

(BRCA), NSW 
Burundian Association, SA 
Canberra Refugee Support Group, ACT 
Canterbury Bankstown Migrant Resource 

Centre, NSW 

Catholic Archdiocese Sydney Immigration 
Office, NSW 

Catholic Education Office Sydney, NSW 
CatholicCare Sydney, NSW 
Centacare Canberra-Goulburn, NSW 
Centacare SA 
Centacare Tasmania 
Central TAFE AMEP, WA 
Centre for Multicultural Youth, Vic 
* Centrecare, WA 
Centrelink, NSW, Qld, SA, Vic 
City of Charles Sturt, SA 
City of Greater Dandenong, Vic 
City of Greater Geelong, Vic 
City of Marion, SA 
City of Melbourne, Vic 
City of Stirling, WA  
Coalition for Asylum Seekers, Refugees and 

Detainees, WA 
Colony 47, Tas 
Communify, Qld 
Companion House, ACT 
Congolese Community of SA 
Dandenong Casey General Practice 

Association, Vic 
Darfur Australia Network, NSW 
Department of Community Services, NSW 
* Diversitat, Vic 
Doutta Galla Community Health, Vic 
Edmund Rice Centre, WA 
Epic Employment, NSW 
Eritrean Australian Women and Families 

Support Network, Qld 
Eritrean Community Association, Qld 
Ethiopian-Australian Advocacy Committee, SA 
Ethnic Communities Council of NSW 
* Ethnic Communities Council of WA 
Ethnic Council African Association, Vic 
* Ethnic Council of Shepparton and District, Vic 
Ethnic Disability Advocacy Centre, WA 
Fairfield City Council, NSW 
* Fairfield Migrant Resource Centre, NSW 
Families SA 
Family Care, Vic 
Fitzroy Learning Network, Vic 
Foundation House, Vic 
* Goulburn Multicultural Centre, NSW 
* Goulburn Ovens Institute of TAFE, Vic 
Goulburn Valley Congolese Association, Vic 
Gowrie Community Services, WA 
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Greater Shepparton City Council, Vic 
* Griffith City Council, NSW 
Harmony Place, Qld 
Healthy Cities Illawarra, NSW 
Hobsons Bay City Council, Vic 
Hunter African Communities Council, NSW 
Hunter New England Health, NSW 
Illawarra Ethnic Communities Council, NSW 
Illawarra Institute of TAFE, NSW 
* Illawarra Multicultural Services, NSW 
Inclusive Directions, SA 
Integrated Service Centre, Parkwood Primary 

School, WA 
Integrated Services Centre, Koondoola Primary 

School, WA 
IPC Employment, NSW 
Iraqi Friendship Association, Vic 
ISHAR Multicultural Women's Health Centre, 

WA 
Islamic Women’s Association of Queensland, 

Qld 
Kingston City Council, Vic 
Lalor Living and Learning Centre Inc, Vic 
Limestone Coast Area Consultative Board, SA 
* Limestone Coast Migrant Resource Centre, 

SA 
Lismore Neighbourhood Centre, NSW 
Logan City Council, Qld 
* Lutheran Community Care, Murray Bridge, SA 
Macarthur Diversity Services, NSW 
* Melaleuca Refugee Centre, NT 
Mercy Family Services, Qld 
Mercy Palliative Care, Vic 
Metropolitan Association Towards Community 

Housing (MATCH), Qld 
Metropolitan Fire Brigade, Vic 
Middle Eastern Communities Council of SA 
Migrant and Refugee Committee, St Vincent de 

Paul Society, WA 
* Migrant and Refugee Settlement Services, 

ACT 
* Migrant Resource Centre (South Australia), 

SA 
* Migrant Resource Centre of Southern 

Tasmania 
* Migrant Settlement Services (Centacare 

Cairns), Qld 
Migrant Women Support and Accommodation 

Service, SA 
Moira Shire Council, Vic 
* Mount Alexander Shire Council, Vic 
Mount Gambier Baptist Church, SA 
Mount Gambier North Primary School, SA 
Multicultural Community Centre, Qld 
* Multicultural Community Services Central 

Australia, NT 
* Multicultural Council of Wagga Wagga, NSW 

* Multicultural Development Association, Qld 
Multicultural SA 
* Multicultural Services Centre of WA 
Multicultural Youth Service, ACT 
National Ethnic Disability Alliance, NSW 
Newcastle City Council, NSW 
North Coast Institute of TAFE, NSW 
Northern Beaches Refugee Sanctuary, NSW 
Northern Rivers Legal Centre, NSW 
* Northern Rivers Migrant Service, NSW 
* Northern Settlement Services, Armidale, NSW 
* Northern Settlement Services, Newcastle, 

NSW 
NSW Department of Education and Training 
NSW Police 
NSW Refugee Health Service 
Office of Multicultural Interests, WA 
* Orange City Council Migrant Support Service, 

NSW 
Pygmy Solidarity, NSW 
Queensland African Communities Council 
Queensland Health 
Queensland Program of Assistance to 

Survivors of Torture and Trauma (QPASTT) 
Queensland University of Technology 
Refugee and Immigration Legal Services 

(RAILS), Qld 
Refugee Claimants Support Centre, Qld 
Refugee Health Assessment Centre, Qld 
Refugee Health Resource Centre, Vic 
Re-Imagine Associates, Qld 
Relationships Australia, SA 
Romero Centre, Qld 
Royal Children’s Hospital, Melbourne, Vic 
SA Health 
Service for the Treatment and Rehabilitation of 

Torture and Trauma Survivors (STARTTS), 
NSW 

Shine SA 
Somali Australian Council of Victoria 
* South Eastern Region Migrant Resource 

Centre, Vic 
South Eastern Sydney and Illawarra Area 

Health Service, NSW 
South Metropolitan Public Health Unit, WA 

Health, WA 
Southern Sudanese and Other Marginalised 

Areas, NSW 
Southern Youth and Family Services, NSW 
Spectrum Migrant Resource Centre, Vic 
Spirit West Services, Western Bulldogs AFL, 

Vic 
* Spiritus Social Services Toowoomba, Qld 
St John the Apostle Parish Refugee 

Resettlement Committee, Kippax ACT 
St Vincent de Paul Society, NSW State Council 
St Vincent de Paul Society – Victoria 
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Strategic Community Assistance to Refugee 
Families (SCARF), NSW 

Sudanese Association Lismore, NSW 
Sudanese Community Association, NSW 
Sudanese Youth, SA 
Swan Hill Police, Vic 
* Swan Hill Rural City Council, Vic 
Swan Hill Uniting Church Community Issues 

Group, Vic 
Sydney South West Area Health Service, NSW 
TAFE SA 
The Smith Family, NSW 
Thebarton Senior College, SA 
Toowoomba Refugee and Migrant Service 

(TRAMS), Qld 
* Townsville Multicultural Support Group, Qld 
Tribal Refugee Welfare, WA 
Turkic People Association of Australia “Turan” 

Inc, SA 

United Nations High Commission for Refugees, 
Canberra 

Uniting Care Cutting Edge, Vic 
Uniting Church National Assembly, NSW 
University of Adelaide, SA 
University of Wollongong, NSW 
Victoria Police  
Victorian Department of Human Services 
Victorian Legal Aid 
Victorian Multicultural Commission 
WA Council of Social Services 
WA Department for Child Protection 
WA Department of Education and Training 
WA Health 
West Coast Refugee Sanctuary Group, WA 
Western Area Multicultural Youth Service, SA 
* Whittlesea City Council, Vic 
Wollongong Baptist Church, NSW 

  
 
In addition, refugees and humanitarian migrants from many countries of origin participated in the 
consultations.  The countries of origin included Afghanistan, Bhutan, Burma, Burundi, Democratic 
Republic of Congo, East Timor, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Iran, Iraq, Kazakhstan, Liberia, Mauritania, Sierra 
Leone, Somalia, Sri Lanka and Sudan. 
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12. ACRONYMS USED IN THIS REPORT 
 
AMEP Adult Migrant English Program 

AMES Adult Multicultural Education Services 

APRRN Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Network 

ATCR Annual Tripartite Consultation on Resettlement 

AusAID Australian Agency for International Development 

AUSCO Australian Cultural Orientation 

CALD Culturally and Linguistically Diverse 

CAR Central African Republic 

CCS Complex Case Support 

DEEWR Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations 

DFAT Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 

DIAC Department of Immigration and Citizenship 

DIMA Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs 

DIMIA Department of Immigration, Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs 

DRC Democratic Republic of Congo 

ESL English as a Second Language 

ExCom Executive Committee 

FGM Female Genital Mutilation 

IAAAS Immigration Advice and Application Assistance Scheme 

IDP Internally Displaced Person 

IEC Intensive English Centre 

IHSS Integrated Humanitarian Settlement Strategy 

IOM International Organization for Migration 

JN Job Network 

LLNP Language, Literacy and Numeracy Program 

LTTE Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 

NAHA National Affordable Housing Agreement 

NGO Non-governmental Organisation 

OAA On Arrival Accommodation 

PM&C (Department of) Prime Minister and Cabinet 

PPV Permanent Protection Visa 

RCOA Refugee Council of Australia 

ROC Republic of Congo 

RRT Refugee Review Tribunal 

RSD Refugee Status Determination 

SAC Special Assistance Category 

SGBV Sexual and Gender-Based Violence 

SGP Settlement Grants Program 

SHP Special Humanitarian Program 

TAFE Technical and Further Education 

THV Temporary Humanitarian Visa 

TIS Translating and Interpreting Service 

TPV Temporary Protection Visa 

UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

UNOCHA United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 

USCRI United States Committee for Refugees and Immigrants 
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